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San Diego County, in the southw estern corner of California, is hom e to a w ide
array of habitats, plants, and wildlife. It is also the site of high quality open space
and agricultural resources. However, during the past several decades, each of
these resources has been com prom ised or degraded due to suburban-style, lowdensity grow th. This variety of grow th is now beginning to dom inate the San
Diego region. Low-density developm ent, also called urban spraw l, tends to be
resource-intensive; it consum es m ore land and w ater than denser, m ore com pact
form s of developm ent. The San Diego region is particularly ill-suited to lowdensity sprawl: The county's native habitats are grow ing increasingly m ore
threatened, and the county contains a very small quantity of reliable local w ater
resources. Yet the County General Plan, the planning docum ent responsible for
directing San Diego's future grow th, indicates that 68% of all land and 88% of
"vacant developable" land in San Diego C ounty is zoned for low -density single
fam ily housing. That the bulk of the region's privately-ow ned land is slated for
this b ran d of developm ent will further jeopardize the diverse n atural
com m unities of San Diego's coastal plains, m ountains, and deserts. In addition
to its preponderance of low -density residential zoning, the General Plan contains
w eak protective m easures for both farm land and open spaces.
In this professional paper, I critique the San Diego County General Plan for its
irrational approach to land use planning and natural resource protection. As a
p rim ary exam ple of this irrationality, I cite the w ater-intensive developm ent that
has been and continues to be encouraged by the General Plan in the context of a
sem i-arid climate. Also indicative of the G eneral Plan's shortcom ings is the fact
th at San Diego contains m ore sensitive species than any other m ainland U.S.
county, despite form ally-stated environm ental protection goals. I conclude that
the General Plan fails to plan for the long-term success and integrity of natural
com m unities, and that instead, it plans largely for short-term econom ic gain. By
w ay of solution, I recom m end that the General Plan be re-w ritten to incorporate
biological and ecological concerns and needs. I call this approach "bio-rational
planning." Bio-rational planning's objectives include m aintaining and
preserving the ecological integrity of natural lands for both w ildlife habitat and
for the ecological services (i.e., groundw ater recharge, carbon dioxide uptake,
flood control) these lands provide; and reducing San Diego C ounty's heavy
reliance on im ported w ater. Bio-rational planning should pursue these goals
th ro u g h redeveloping urban areas, infilling presently-delveloped lands,
discouraging low -density developm ent, m andating w ater conservation
m easures, and adopting strong habitat protection plans.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Perhaps the most alarming [aspect of unregulated growth]
is the fear that without a concerted effort, replacing [San Diego
County's high quality of life] will be a senseless patchwork of
endless residential suburbs stitched together by freeways and
neon commercial strips typical of Los Angeles.1
The above quote conveys a concern, or m ore accurately, a fear. Its authors
are clearly w orried about the future of San Diego County: They don't w ant to see
their com m unity converted to disjointed subdivisions rem iniscent of the m ore
densely populated counties to the north; they w ant to avoid the consequences of
rapid and poorly-planned growth. In fact, this quote appears in the introduction
of a seventeen-year-old docum ent entitled "Regional G row th M anagem ent
Plan," a collection of policy recom m endations aim ed at regulating San Diego's
g row th and m itigating the im pacts that grow th will have upon h u m an and
n atu ral com m unities. As it turns out, the docum ent's authors w ere visionary:
Today, m etropolitan San Diego is characterized by Los Angeles-style suburbs,
connected to one another by w ell-m aintained and far-reaching freeways;
com m ercial strips feature flavorless franchises and are punctuated by regularlyspaced billboards tow ering above berm s of Kentucky bluegrass. In short, despite
forw ard-thinking plans from the 1970s, San Diego has grow n rapidly and, some
w ould argue, thoughtlessly.
The authors of the Regional G row th M anagem ent Plan penned their
recom m endations at a critical time in the history of San Diego C ounty's physical
developm ent. D uring the late 1970s, San Diego stood on the threshold of a
population and housing explosion; the early and mid-1980s saw u p w ard s of
80,000 p eople m oving to the San Diego region annually, w hile real estate

1Gounty of San Diego, Regional Growth Management Plan, June 1978,6.
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developers built as m any as 35,000 housing units each year until 1988.2
A nticipating this grow th, the Regional G row th M anagem ent Plan m ade tw o
particularly forw ard-thinking suggestions: (1) Develop residential areas at higher
densities in order to ensure m ore affordable housing, to conserve land and
w ater, and to provide for m ore efficient use of facilities such as roads, schools,
and sew ers;3 and (2) im plem ent land use and zoning designations that
discourage developm ent.4 N either of these recom m endations w ere
im plem ented by the County of San Diego. Today; the region is hom e to 987,000
h ousing units, 58% of w hich are single-family hom es.5 This 58 percent, w hich
am ounts to about 566,700 houses, com prises the foundation of the "senseless
patchw ork" described by the Regional G row th M anagem ent Plan. A nother
nam e for this senseless patchw ork is suburban spraw l.
t

Suburban spraw l is an alm ost-natural by-product of the A m erican Dream.
Since W orld W ar II, hom e ow nership has ranked high on the list of m iddle-class
A m erican goals. The idea of "hom e" engendered by the Am erican Dream
usually involves tw o or m ore bedroom s, a large kitchen, a two-car' garage, and a
yard, front and back. Indeed, this idea takes up quite a bit of space. Yet the
m

concept of the single-family hom e has not changed m uch in recent decades, even
th ough sheer num bers of Am ericans has risen dram atically. The real estate
developm ent industry has kept pace w ith these rising num bers by sim ply ^
I.

*

building m ore hom es - a process w hich leads to the phenom enon of suburban
spraw l. This developm ent pattern, w hich usually entails building on the edges
of existing com m unities, generates a num ber of consequences, including:
'
*
increased distance of residential areas from comm ercial and em ploym ent centers
2SANDAG, "January 1, 1994 Population and Housing Estimates," in INFO (September-October
1994), 4-9.
3County of San Diego, Regional Growth Management Plan, 23.
4Ibid.„27.
5SANDAG, "January 1,1994 Population and Housing Estimates," 7.
4

3

and thus an increased reliance on automobiles; isolation of older, urban
com m unities; and decentralization of em ploym ent centers.6 But the
consequences w ith w hich this paper is prim arily concerned are ecological in
nature. Suburban developm ent, particularly low -density developm ent, is a
resource-intensive venture: It consum es considerably m ore land and w ater than
denser, m ore com pact form s of developm ent.
In Southern California, forty years of suburban spraw l has contributed
significantly to the dem ise, and in some cases, the elim ination, of each of the
region's m ajor habitat types.7 Consequently, rates of species decline and
extinction are now reaching, an all-time high.8 Yet the habitat destruction
associated w ith spraw l is not lim ited to the sites of subdivisions. Because
Southern California is technically a desert, large quantities of w ater m ust be
im ported from N orthern California and the Colorado River to satisfy the
dom estic and industrial needs of 17 million people. The processes by w hich this
w ater is dam m ed, diverted, and stored are profoundly dam aging, and in some
cases, involve the drow ning or parching of entire ecosystems. Thus, w hen
cataloging the ecological-damage w rought by Southern Californian suburban
spraw l, the canyons of the Southw est and the valleys of California's n orth coast
m u st be included. San Diego County, while not nearly as infam ous as the 7,000square-m ile Los Angeles m etropolitan area, contributes “generously" to both
form s of degradation - that caused directly by land conversion and that caused by
im ported w ater consum ption. In fact, as a result of developm ent-induced habitat
loss, San Diego C ounty is hom e to m ore sensitive (rare, threatened, or

6Bank of America et al., "Beyond Sprawl: N ew Patterns of Growth to Fit the N ew California,"
January 1995,4.
7Ibid., 8; Tim Palmer, "A Great Number of People," in California's Threatened Environment,
ed. Tim Palmer (Washington, DC: Island Press, 1993), 25.
8Dan Silver, "Conservation Planning in Southern California: A Realistic View" (photocopy).
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endangered) species than any other county in the m ainland U nited States.9 San
Diego C ounty also im ports a higher percentage of w ater than any other political
entity in the U nited States.10 Should San Diego's "senseless patchw ork" of
residential and comm ercial developm ent expand m uch further, the county's
ecological condition w ill undoubtedly w orsen.
Biologists and ecologists have identified suburban low -density
developm ent as the culprit responsible for San Diego's habitat loss and its
ninety-percent reliance upon im ported w ater. The question rem ains, w ho is
responsible for suburban low -density developm ent?11 Some m ay look to
consum ers - those w ho apparently create the dem and for the housing w hich
u surps w ildlife habitat, open space, and prim e farm land. H ow ever, w hat appears
to be consum er dem and m ay only be a response to a severely lim ited product
selection. Traditionally, developers in the San Diego region have provided
hom e buyers w ith few options: Most "m aster planned com m unities" or
subdivisions adhere to sim ilar form ats, w hereby consum ers are offered little in
the w ay of diversity beyond variations on a standard floor plan or their choice of
exterior finish. That people have faithfully purchased these hom es m ay be a
function of m arket control exerted by the real estate developm ent industry.
Perhaps, then, developers are to blam e for San Diego's deteriorating ecological
integrity. Clearly, this is the group responsible for actually constructing the
hom es th at u su rp wildlife habitat, open space, and farm land. But while
'v

developers are certainly a prim e m otivating force behind the conversion of

9The City of San Diego, Public Review Draft: Multiple Species Conservation Program Plan
Executive Summary, March 1995, 2.
10Eric Gibson, Assistant Groundwater Engineer with County of San Diego Department of
Planning and Land Use, pers. comm., November 21,1994.
11Lois Gibbs, Executive Director of Citizens Clearinghouse on Hazardous Waste, in a keynote
address delivered at the Second Annual Finding Common Ground Conference in Missoula, MT
(May 5,1995), reminded her audience that grassroots campaigns are much more effective when
organizers are able to pinpoint the source of the prqblem against which they are struggling.
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n atu ral com m unities to residential suburbs, they do not w rite the law s and
/
regulations that govern their industry.12 One San Diego colum nist sum m arizes
the role of developers in the spraw l dynam ic this way: '
People like to blame developers for trying to turn San Diego into another
Los Angeles. But developers only do what comes naturally to them. Fish
swim, birds fly, developers develop. Developers only develop as much as
they're allowed to. It's up to elected local politicians - city council members
and county supervisors - to create a vision for their community, then guide
development to fulfill that vision.13
It w ould appear, then, that the source of San Diego's spraw l m ight be a
developm 'ent-m inded leadership. H ow ever, city council m em bers and county
supervisors have finite term s; the com position of local councils and
com m issions will change from decade to decade, and will supposedly reflect the
needs and desires of county residents. Presently, the C ounty Board of
Supervisors suffers from a pro-developm ent reputation, and has authorized
zoning th at prom otes low -density developm ent in rural areas w hile
u n d erm ining open space preservation objectives.14 Yet this has not alw ays been
the case, nor, hopefully, will it be. As local and regional leadership positions
change hands, San Diego County's relationship w ith developers w ill presum ably
shift, m aking any sort of cohesive com m unity vision difficult to create or fulfill: *
W hile county supervisors play a crucial p art in San Diego's acceptance of
suburban spraw l, their authority stem s from the docum ents they are p aid to
uphold:.T he C ounty General Plan and the County Zoning Ordinance. In
particular, the C ounty General Plan is;responsible for providing San,Diego w ith a

12In truth, the development community in San Diego and throughout coastal Southern
California is politically powerful and influential. While developers do not actually pen laws
and regulations; they certainly affect the rules which govern them.
13Jim Gogek, "County indifferent to preserving rural land," in San Diego Union-Tribune. March
21,1994, A-2.
14Ibid.; Duncan McFetridge, Executive Director of Save Our Forests and Ranchlands, pers.
comm., November 22,1994; Tricia Gerrodette, former Land Use Chair of Sierra Club, San Diego
Chapter, pers. comm., November 23,1994; Ruth Potter, former planner with San Diego
Association of Governments, pers. comm., November 21,1994.

vision of its future; like all general plans, San Diego's m ust "ensure th at a longrange perspective is guiding increm ental land use decisions."15 Judging from the
increm ental land use decisions m ade by county supervisors and professional
planners since the adoption of the San Diego County General Plan in the 1970s,
the long-range perspective guiding San Diego's grow th appears to be a p ro 
developm ent one. A closer exam ination of the General Plan text reveals that
this is indeed the case. W hile consum ers, developers, and politicians certainly
perpetuate an acceptance of spraw l, the County General Plan m ay actually lie at
the root of San Diego's ecological decline.
Clearly, this pro-developm ent perspective benefits m any people. Several
h u n d red s of thousands of county residents are no doubt pleased w ith their
spacious hom es and m anicured lawns. M any developers have grow n quite
w ealthy thanks to subdivision-friendly zoning condoned by the G eneral Plan.
A nd county leaders probably believe that encouragem ent of developm ent will
ultim ately benefit their region's econom y and its people; after all, the m ost direct
m eans of increasing the county's revenues is to attract still m ore people and
businesses to the San Diego area. Yet San Diego's northern neighbors exist as
proof th at this perspective does not work. The greater Los Angeles area is
universally held up as an exam ple of urban (non-)planning gone awry. Los
Angeles, in all its spraw ling, smoggy glory, is precisely w hat San Diegans do not
w an t to become. (A local San Diego weekly, The Reader, calls its colum n on Los
Angeles "HelL.A.") M eanwhile, Orange C ounty dutifully spent the past tw o
decades paving over every acre of its farm land, replacing fields of lim a beans
w ith row s of tract hom es,16 and prom ptly w ent bankrupt. If San Diego truly
w ishes to avoid following in the footsteps of these suburban spraw l pioneers, the
.15Stuart Meek and Edith M. Netter, A Planner's Guide to Land Use Law (Washington, DC:
Planners' Press/American Planning Association, 1983), 9.
16Bank of America, et al., "Beyond Sprawl," 7.
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county's long-range perspective m ust change. Further, if San Diego truly intends
to curb its rate of ecological decline, the county's approach to developm ent m ust
change. These changes w ill need to happen at the m ost fundam ental level of
land use planning policy: the General Plan.
San Diego's County General Plan, as it currently reads, is designed to
facilitate grow th. It is also designed to protect and conserve natural resources. A
few centuries of A m erican grow th has illustrated that these tw o goals are rarely
compatible: Usually, the form er w ins out. That San Diego C ounty'hosts as m any
as 300 sensitive species is an indication that this region has not yet broken w ith
tradition. The General Plan, w hile certainly paying hom age to the significance of
n atu ral com m unities, fails to adequately protect them . This failure is
sym ptom atic of a value system that considers the needs of hum ans before the
needs of land, w ater, air, plants, or animals. W hile this value system should
come as no surprise to late 20th century Am ericans - it is, after all, the
foundation upon w hich this nation rests - it m ight strike som e as preposterous,
particularly now that interdependencies betw een h u m an and non-hum an
com m unities are an accepted truth. Indeed, San Diego's present approach to
land use planning is irrational; it effectively ignores these interdependencies
w hile also ignoring the exam ples provided by Los Angeles and O range counties.
Perhaps the m ost glaring instance of this irrationality is connected tto w ater
availability. San Diego C ounty receives, on average, ten inches of precipitation
annually. Its groundw ater resources are relatively scarce due to the region's
geology, and natural surface waiter is generally unreliable. Yet 2.6 m illion people
V

, live in this sem i-arid region, parts of w hich overlap the Sonoran Desert.
C onsequently, San Diego im ports 90% of its w ater from the M etropolitan W ater
D istrict of Southern California. This im m ense reliance u p o n im ported w ater
should constitute a county-w ide w arning signal, a red flag indicating that San

8

Diego has overstepped its resource-related bounds. W hile it w ould be im possible
at this p o in t for the San Diego region to subsist on local w ater alone, it w ould not
be im possible to lim it developm ent arid further urbanization in the interest of
stabilizing or reducing the county's dependence on the Colorado River and other
distant sources. H ow ever, the County General Plan contains no language to this
effect. In fact, the issue of im ported w ater receives little attention at all
th ro u g h out the docum ent. This neglect m ay be related to the division of
p lanning labor: the County of San Diego, through its D epartm ent of Planning
and Land Use, takes responsibility for planning the physical grow th of the
county; the San Diego C ounty W ater A uthority, which, despite its nam e, is
unrelated to the C ounty of San Diego, is responsible for procuring reliable and
plentiful w ater resources. Thus, San Diego's w ater and land use planning exist
separately from one another, even though they are, in reality, entirely
intertw ined endeavors. This discrepancy m ay explain w hy the G eneral Plan
designates 68% of all privately-ow ned acreage in San Diego C ounty as lowr
density single fam ily residential, even though the County W ater A uthority
recognizes this, designation as the m ost w ater-intensive type of residential
z o n in g .17
W hile San Diego's w ater scarcity stands out as a strong exam ple of the
county's irrational approach to land use planning, other instances abound.
Farm land, a significant source of open space and revenue for the county, is
threatened by a new zoning ordinance that sets the m inim um parcel size of
agricultural preserves at a som ew hat paltry eight acres. The county's endangered
species situation has reached crisis levels because the General Plan has failed for

17SANDAG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," 9; San Diego County Water Authority,
Water Resources Plan, November 1993,12.

9

N years to prevent habitat loss. Of the 800,000 "vacant developable"18 acres
rem aining in San Diego County in 1993, the General Plan indicates that 704,000
are slated for low -density single fam ily housing.19 In order to prevent further
losses w ithin San Diego's natural com m unities, the General Plan m ust be m ade
rational.
This paper p u ts forth a suggestion that the General Plan be re-w ritten to
incorporate an ecological perspective, one that inform s all land use decisions at
the county level. This new and im proved Plan should shift the zoning
em phasis aw ay from low-density sprawl, and tow ards m ore compact,
intelligently-designed m ixed-use com m unities, by resurrecting the tw o discarded
recom m endations from the Regional G row th M anagem ent Plan: (1) Develop
residential areas at higher densities in order to ensure m ore affordable housing,
to conserve land and w ater, and to provide for m ore efficient use of facilities
i

such as roads, schools, and sewers; and (2) im plem ent land use and zoning
designations that discourage developm ent.

Sim ultaneously, it should provide

San Diego’s natural com m unities w ith the protection to w hich they are fully
entitled; the re-w orked Plan should place ecological considerations on p a r w ith
anthropocentric ones, and require that land use planning carefully exam ine the
needs of all county residents.
Im portantly, elevating the status of ecological concerns w ithin San Diego's ‘
plan n in g process will benefit hum ans as well as non-hum ans. The suburban
areas th at have cropped up in the wake of San Diego's spraw l are m ainly
accessible to residents w ho can afford to purchase a single-family hom e, at least
one car, and the gasoline necessary for daily com m utes to places of business.
These sam e suburbs have also contributed to the overall decline of city centers; as
18"Vacant developable" acreage is land that can be developed, presumably without posing a
significant threat to the public welfare or the environment.
19SANDAG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," 9.
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m iddle- and upper-class people leave cities behind in search of hom e-ow nership,
they m ay disrupt social stability and increase the economic disparity betw een
older com m unities and new er suburbs. Similarly, as em ploym ent hubs relocate
to the suburbs, lower-income people living in urban areas m ay discover that
nearby jobs are m ore difficult to find.20 In short, spraw l is a socially unjust
developm ent pattern: It encourages social and economic stratification, through
the abandonm ent of city centers and the physical and cultural inaccessibility of
suburbs. A planning tool that strongly discourages low -density spraw l in the
interest of protecting natural com m unities w ill also serve the needs of hum ans,
particularly those that have traditionally had no voice in the land-use planning
i

dialogue, by em phasizing compact, resource-efficient, high-quality, affordable
housing. To the extent that this kind of planning approach can w ork tow ards
equitable and com passionate treatm ent of hum ans, anim als, plants, land, and
w ater, I have chosen to call it bio-rational planning.
Just as the Regional Grow th M anagem ent Plan w as w ritten at a critical
juncture in San Diego's grow th continuum , so is this set of recom m endations.
San Diego C ounty is now half-w ay through a decade that will see the region grow
by 24 p e rc e n t21 In 2015, San Diego is expected to have 3.8 million residents, an
increase of m ore than one m illion people over the current population.22 These
new San Diegans w ill take up residence in 490,000 additional hom es, m any of
w hich m ay be constructed in presently rural areas.23 In order to accom m odate
this increase' in people and housing, the County General Plan will need to be
revised, as today's-land use designations cannot absorb the predicted num bers.
This revision will either increase the allowable densities on lands that have
20Bank of America, et al., "Beyond Sprawl: N ew Patterns of Growth to Fit the N ew
California," January 1995, 4.
21Tim Palmer, "A Great Number of People," 24,
^SA ND AG , Series 8 Regional Growth Forecast 1990-2015, March 1994 (photocopy).
23Ibid.
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already been developed or push new developm ent onto presently undeveloped
lands; a bio-rational general plan could ensure that new housing construction
rem ain focused on lands that have already been "com m itted" to residential uses.
The county is also expected to approve a large-scale M ultiple Species
C onservation Program , designed to protect the region's plethora of sensitive
plants and anim als. The MSCP w ould cost several m illion dollars, and operate
outside the param eters of the county's land use planning efforts. H ow ever, if the
G eneral Plan provided adequate protection for species and their habitats, as it is
V

supposed to do, the MSCP w ould be unnecessary. Rather than p u rsu e stop-gap
m easures that w ill not challenge the cause of species decline - suburban spraw l the C ounty of San Diego should sim ply require that the General Plan perform its
•appointed duties. A bio-rational General Plan w ould render the MSCP obsolete,
as it w ould prioritize wildlife habitat protection.
Indeed, .the mid-1990s m ay offer San Diego its last chance to avoid fullscale "Los Angelization." Despite the ecological degradation already brought on
by suburbia, especially in the w estern third of the county, San Diego contains vast
reaches of rural land and intact wildlife habitat. A bio-rational p lanning tool
j

w ould be com m itted to preserving these necessities by altering the "long-range
perspective" that'm otivates land use planning in this p art of Southern
California. This new perspective m ust incorporate a sense of lim its, a notion
th at h u m an com m unities have already consum ed too m uch. Donella M eadow s
w rites of this kind of vision in The N eighborhood W orks;
In a land where freedom of movement is a right, and where growth
is the supposed solution to all problems, the question of how to
develop without growing, to differentiate, to innovate, to get better
without getting bigger has never been taken seriously. But it is the
ultimate question before all of us....The problem of the 21st century
is how to live good and just lives within limits, in harmony with the
earth and each other. Great cities can rise out of cruelty, deviousness,
and a refusal to be bounded. Livable cities can only be sustained out

12

of humility, compassion, and acceptance of the concept of "enough."24
In San Diego County, the concept of "enough" has yet to be effectively
explored, b u t it is not too late to begin the exploration. The follow ing chapters
initiate this exploration ‘by discussing the need for and place of a bio-rational
focus w ithin the county's land use planning paradigm . C hapter Two describes
the relationship betw een im ported w ater and San Diego's expansive grow th, and
the impacts, of this grow th upon wildlife h a b itat/la n d resources, w ater resources,
and agriculture. C hapters Three and Four discuss and critique the planning tools
regulating land use and w ater use, respectively, in San Diego County. Chapter
Five expands on the critique of the previous two chapters by proposing a biorational alternative to the planning status quo. Finally, C hapter Six offers a
range of recom m endations that m ight be im plem ented in the effort to rational
ize San Diego's land use planning policy.

24Donella Meadows, The Neighborhood Works, reprinted in The Utne Reader (November
-December 1994), 137-138.

CHAPTER TWO: THE FAR-REACHING IMPACTS
OF IMPORTED WATER
To know your policy, you must know your purpose; and to get your
purpose, you have to know your history.1
The restricting effect of water supply on growth of every kind, when
water was obtained exclusively from local sources, has been overcome.2
In term s of population distribution, San Diego C ounty is a m icrocosm of
’ California: Eighty-four percent of the county’s 2. 6 m illion residents live w ithin a
*

30-mile-wide band along the Pacific coast; sim ilarly, 80% of the state's 32 m illion
residents live inside a 30-mile-wide belt of coastal "seismic real estate."3 H um an
preferences shape this distribution: People tend to congregate near large bodies of
w ater, especially oceans; people seem to prefer a m ild, m aritim e clim ate to the
m ore extrem e tem peratures of the m ountains or the desert; m any people need or
w an t to live near cities, w here em ploym ent and cultural am enities can be found
m ore readily than in rural areas; and people are generally com forted by the
know ledge that, provided they pay their bills on time, w ater will alw ays flow
from their faucets, show er heads, and garden hoses.
The rural, unincorporated, eastern tw o-thirds of San Diego C ounty cannot
provide all of the above-listed features; how ever, it can and increasingly does
provide residents w ith other desirable standard-of-living factors, such as low
pop u latio n densities, plentiful open space, clean air, and insulation from urban
problem s. Essentially, both the urbanized and unincorporated portions of the
county have m uch to offer Southern Californians. Consequently, both areas
have experienced high rates of grow th over the past few decades. This grow th,
»
1Mark Sagoff, The Economy of the Earth (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1988),
144.
2W etem Management Consultants, Inc., "Water and San Diego County Growth," a study for the
San Diego County Water Authority, 1966.
3Tim Palmer, California’s Threatened Environment (Washington, D.C: Island Press, 1993), 5.
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w hich is predicted to continue into the next century, although at low er rates than
those seen in the 1970s and '80s,4 w ill have differing im pacts upon the county's
urban and rural regions due to these regions' distinct characteristics. A lthough it
is difficult to predict the exact n ature of these impacts, chances are good that
sustained and low -density grow th, of the variety that has been encouraged by the
i

county in recent years, will adversely affect the very qualities that people seem to
find so attractive about San Diego today. Furtherm ore, this brand of grow th
cannot avoid taking its toll in the arenas of w ater consum ption and land
co n v ersion.
W ater and land, along w ith the ecological processes that link these tw o
resources, com prise the true infrastructure of all com m unities, including hum an
ones. M any people associate the term "infrastructure" w ith streets, sew ers, and
phone lines. Yet the physical elem ents u p o n w hich all com m unities
fundam entally depend are natural, such as land and w ater. A larm ingly, though,
these are am ong the first casualties of urban and suburban developm ent. In San
Diego, like m any other places that have grow n rapidly, w ater consum ption and
lan d conversion have both increased dram atically to the detrim ent of regional
and distant natural systems. As urban and suburban developm ent consum es,
degrades, or elim inates these resources and their associated com m unities,
infrastructure m ay start to crumble. San Diego's natural infrastructure, w hile
p artly intact, is now show ing signs of decay. Failure to recognize and act upon
these signs is the planning equivalent of shooting oneself in the foot: It sim ply
m akes ho long-term sense. The sections below catalog the physical changes that
k

have taken place in San Diego since W orld W ar II. This review of trends,
num bers, and predictions offers a context for understanding the
m aldevelopm ent of San Diego, and for considering positive visions of its future.
4SANDAG, "A Look at San Diego's Future," in INFO (January-February 1994), 4.
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An Overview of San Diego's Growth Dynamics: The Recent Past
As is the case w ith the rest of Southern California, the story of San Diego's
developm ent d id n 't start to get really interesting until im ported w ater entered
the picture. Prior to W orld W ar II, San Diego was, relatively speaking, a sleepy
region; as of 1940, the entire county boasted just under 290,000 residents.5 Once
the w ar got underw ay, how ever, the city of San Diego and its environs became a
h ub of m ilitary activity - its coastal locale m ade it a highly convenient base for
the U nited States' endeavors in the South Pacific theater of w ar. All of this ship
building and soldier-training created a rapidly expanding econom y w hich in tu rn
attracted plenty of new com ers to the area.6 As the population approached the
half-m illion m ark, city planners exam ined the annual precipitation records and
considered the ubiquitous chaparral; they realized that sustained grow th of this
m agnitude w ould only be possible in the presence of m ore w ater.
Luckily for San Diego, Los Angeles arrived at this sam e conclusion 40 or so
years earlier, and had already gone about the som ew hat m essy and unjust
process of acquiring w ater by any m eans necessary.7 The M etropolitan W ater
District (MWD) of Los Angeles w as well-established and w ell-supplied by the
tim e San Diego annexed to it in 1946; in late 1947, San Diego's first im ported
w ater flow ed through the recently chartered C ounty W ater A uthority's
pipelines.8 Thirteen years later, in 1960, the region's population exceeded one
m illion people;9 betw een 1965 and 1990, San Diego's annual grow th rate w as
twice th at of California's and four times the nation's.10 Table 2.1 show s the
increase in San Diego's population that took place betw een 1970 and 1994 in the
5SANDAG, Historical and Projected Population by Jurisdiction, July 1988 (photocopy).
6SANDAG, "A Look at San Diego's Future," 2.
7See Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert CNew York: Viking Penguin, Inc., 1986).
8San Diego CWA, "Water for San Diego County," Fact Sheet 1 (photocopy).
9SANDAG, Historical and Projected Population by Jurisdiction 1900-2010, July 1988
(photocopy).
l0SANDAG, "A Look at San Diego's Future," 4.
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incorporated and unincorporated areas of the county; in that 24-year tim e span,
both p arts of the county saw their hum an populations virtually double.
POPULATION
Incorporated:
U nin co rporated:
Total:

1970
1,065,229
292,625
1,357,854

1994
2,251,985
436,002
2,687,987

Table 2.1: Population Changes Over a 24-Year Period in San DiegoCounty.11
The population grow th of the past several decades w as accom panied by the
construction and com pletion of five large-diam eter w ater pipelines. These
pipelines are routed through tw o aqueducts, know n as the First and Second San
Diego A queducts, that ru n from MWD's facilities in Los A ngeles through
Riverside C ounty into San Diego C ounty.12 Today, the five pipelines transport
approxim ately 400,000 acre-feet (an acre-foot is the w ater needed to cover an acre
of land w ith one foot of w ater, or about 326,000 gallons) of w ater p e r year, m ost of
w hich originates in the Colorado River, to a region that usually receives about
ten inches of rain per year. These pipelines are the key to San Diego's m odern
identity; w ithout them , and the im ported w ater cascading dow n their lengths,
San Diego m ight still resemble its pre-W orld W ar II predecessor.
The population grow th of the past 50 years w as accom panied by another
type of growth: H om e-building. U nderstandably, as San Diego's hum an
population sky-rocketed, so did the num ber of houses and apartm ent complexes
b u ilt th roughout the region. H ousing construction peaked in 1987, w hen 36,171
units w ere com pleted; all but 4,800 w ere erected w ithin the urbanized, w estern
p a rt of the county, w here they w ould be supplied w ith im ported w ater.13 Since
11SANDAG v4Historical and Projected Population by Jurisdiction 1900-2010, July 1988;
SANDAG, "January 1,1994 Population and Housing Estimates," in INFO (September-October
1994), 12.
'
12San Diego CWA, FACT Sheet, 1994-1995,1.
13SANDAG, "January 1,1994 Population and Housing Estimates," 8.
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1987, the building industry has experienced a tapering off, due in large p a rt to
slow er rates of population grow th in recent years. The annual population
grow th rate for 1987 to 1990 was 3.6% countyw ide, b u t it dropped to 2.0% d urin g

-

the period betw een 1990 and 1994.14 Similarly, the average annual change in
total housing units for the years 1987 through 1990 w as 3.2%; from 1990 to 1994,
the average annual change hovered just above one percent.15 A nalysts attribute
this slowing, dow n of housing construction to the region's economic slum p.
Because San Diego is heavily dependent upon m ilitary industries, recent dow n 
sizing and restructuring efforts w ithin defense-related com panies has had a
dram atic im pact upon the local economy and rates of em ploym ent.16
Despite this tapering off, housing construction rates are still in the black.
Between 1987 and 1994,133,039 housing units w ere added to the San Diego
(

landscape, for a 1994 total of 98.6,846.17 The overw helm ing m ajority (566,672) of
these units falls u nder the category of single family; there are over 200,000 m ore
single fam ily hom es than m ulti-fam ily hom es, w hich is the nex t-larg est,category
of housing type. This is -another developm ent p attern that the San Diego region
shares w ith the rest of California: Even in urbanized areas, developers prefer to
build single fam ily dw elling units. It is not difficult to see w hy such units m ight
be m ore popular, and therefore lucrative, than m ulti-fam ily units. A detached,
free-standing structure offers people the experience of being true hom e-ow ners;
indeed, property ow nership is an integral p art of the A m erican D ream , w herein
the legal definition of,"property" comes to life: "the unrestricted and exclusive

14Ibid., 6.
15Ibid., 8.
16SANDAG, "A Look at San Diego's Future," 4-5.
17SANDAG, "January 1,1994 Population and Housing Estimates," 8.
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right to a thing; the right to dispose of a thing in every legal way, to possess it, to
use it, and to exclude everyone else from interfering w ith it."18
H ow ever, there are problem s associated w ith single family, subdivisionbased developm ent. Perhaps forem ost am ong these is the sheer quantities of
land involved. In 1990, San Diego County devoted 142,401 acres to single family
hom es, w hile only 24,107 acres were occupied by m ulti-fam ily units. G ranted,
there are m any m ore single family hom es in the region than m ulti-fam ily
hom es; the form er constitutes 58% of the housing stock and the latter accounts
for 37% (the rem aining 5% are mobile hom es).19 In term s of acreage, though,
alm ost six tim es as m uch land is consum ed by single family dw ellings than by
m ulti-fam ily dw ellings, a disproportionate difference w hen com pared w ith
actual num bers of units. Thus, construction of single fam ily hom es requires the
conversion of far m ore land than does the construction of m ulti-fam ily homes.
Furtherm ore, because single family units take up significantly m ore space than
their denser counterparts, single family developm ents contribute unequally to
♦

the perp etuation of u rb a n /su b u rb a n sprawl. This m eans of achieving the
Am erican Dream m ay hasten the very end that m any San Diegans fear:
Becoming Los Angeles.
A nother negative side-effect of a real estate m arket dom inated by single
fam ily units is the increased w ater consum ption that goes along w ith having a
yard. W ithout overtly critiquing current landscaping trends, the San Diego
C ounty W ater A uthority m akes a salient observation on this issue in its W ater
Resources Plan: "Single fam ily residences generally contain larger landscaped
areas, predom inantly planted in turf, and require m ore w ater for outdoor

l8Frederic O. Sargent et al., Rural Environmental Planning for Sustainable Communities
(Washinton, DC: Island Press, 1991), 215.
19SANDAG, "January 1,1994 Population and Housing Estimates," 14.
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application in com parison to other types of housing."20 Of the roughly 163,000
gallons of w ater consum ed by an average singjle fam ily household (the average
household in San Diego C ounty contains 2.8 people) per year, as m uch as 97,800
gallons goes to outdoor applications.21 W hen m unicipal w ater consum ption is
taken as a whole, estim ates of the am ount of w ater devoted to residential and
com m ercial landscaping range from one-third of the m unicipal total22 to over
one-half.23 Com m on sense dictates that increasing residential densities and
reducing the num ber of single family u n its m ight bring about a decrease in w ater
consum ption for non-essential landscaping uses. The CWA appears to concur
w ith this assum ption w hen it states the converse: "Generally, increased
construction of single family versus m ulti-fam ily hom es or denser types of
developm ent will prom ote higher per capita dem ands."24
The fact that CWA refers to low er-density developm ent (vis-a-vis the
residents of low er-density developm ents) as "prom oting" higher w ater dem ands

is significant. San Diego C ounty’s w ater supply dilem m as are m ore a result o f
poor p lanning th an sheer num bers of people. True, a region like Southern .
C alifornia is undeniably ill-suited to house the m illions that live there, b u t this
unsuitability is intensified by a land use "ethic" that places the single family,
split-level, three-and-a-half bath, lushly landscaped hom e above all else.
D evelopers m ay argue that these are the hom es that attract hom e-buyers; I w ould
argue th at these are the hom es that generate the m ost m oney for the real estate
developm ent industry. That these dwellings allow the developm ent industry to.

20San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, November 1993,12.
21Ibid., 12.
22Dave Fogerson, Associate Civil Engineer at San Diego CWA, pers. comm., February 2,1995.
23Eric Gibson, Professional Planner at County of San Diego Department of Planning and Land
Use, pers. comm., November 21,1994.
24San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, 12.
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earn w indfall profits creates a pow erful incentive to continue building the sam e
kinds of dwellings.
Such profiteering m ust not influence the future of San D iego’s grow th as
it has the past. Since the 1950s, the county governm ent has, by w ay of
institutional planning m echanism s such as the County General Plan, favored
low -density, single-family developm ent; it has done so regardless of the
availability of w ater resources and w ithout consideration of the im pacts upon
n atu ral com m unities. W hile it m ay have m ade sense to a culture th at d id n 't yet
appreciate the relationships betw een hum ans and their environs, this approach
to grow th cannot be rationalized in 1995. N ow we presum ably know better than
to expand our realm beyond w hat is supportable by available resources. But
instead of lim iting ourselves, we fabricate resource availability - w e satisfy
endless hum an needs by pretending that ceilings and capacities don't really exist.
That San Diego C ounty is party to this gam e of m ake-believe is evident in its
G eneral Plan, a docum ent that fails to adequately address the role of natural
resources in land use planning. The consequences of this failure are detailed in
the section that follows, w hile the Plan itself is exam ined in C hapter Three.

The Im pacts of Spraw l U pon W ildlife H abitat, A griculture, and W ater Sources
*

For the past few decades, m etropolitan San Diego's grow th and
developm ent have been characterized by urban spraw l. W hen a region is
subjected to spraw l, it m ay experience excessive land conversion, poor
coordination of urban services (sewer, fire, schools, roads, etc.), and high rates of
resource consum ption. The planners that penned San Diego's Regional G row th
M anagem ent Plan in 1978 w ere acutely aw are of these side effects of spraw l w hen
they posed a som ew hat apocolyptic vision of their region's future: "a senseless
patchw ork of endless residential suburbs stitched together by freeways and neon
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com m ercial strips."25 This senseless patchw ork is now in the process of being
sew n, largely at the expense of wildlife habitat, agricultural resources, and w ater
sources.
W ildlife Habitat

Because spraw l tends to be resource-intensive - from requiring m ore land
u p o n w hich to construct buildings, to necessitating the increased consum ption of
fossil fuels as people travel farther distances to the w orkplace - it stresses natural
and urban com m unities in m any ways. Chronologically forem ost am ong these
stresses is land conversion; this is generally the first step in creating a new
developm ent or augm enting an already-existing one. T hroughout all of
California, construction of hom es and places of business has w rought
unbelievable change upon the land, such as the eradication of 95% of the state's
w etlands and 90% of its riparian habitat; currently, new developm ent elim inates
20,000 acres of Californian oak w oodlands each year 26
In San Diego C ounty/changes of this degree are not uncom m on. As of
1971, 77% of the county's land was undeveloped, or "vacant;" by 1990, the
corresponding figure w as 55 p e rc e n t27 This rate of conversion from vacant to
developed land is about 1% per year. A lthough this m ay not seem like a
particularly rapid rate, in a region the size of San Diego, it am ounts to
approxim ately 27,000 acres of land converted annually. N ot all of this land is
prim e wildlife habitat, bu t it is evident from local, state, and federal resource
agency, reports that the-im pact of land conversion is felt m ost keenly by native
p lan ts and anim als. •

25County of San Diego, Regional Growth Management Plan, June 1978,6.
26Tim Palmer, "A Great Number of People," in ed. Tim Palmer, California's Threatened
Environment. 25.
27SANDAG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," in INFO (January-February 1993), 4.
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A ccording to California's N atural Diversity Data Base and other
m onitoring program s, San Diego C ounty contains some 300 sensitive species, 24
of w hom are listed or proposed for listing as endangered u n d er federal or state
legislation.28 Listed endangered species include the least .Bell’s vireo, the
California least tern, California orcutt grass, and San Diego bu tto n Celery. The
California gnatcatcher w as listed as threatened in 1993, an event that has caused a
fair am ount of controversy and debate throughout the conservation and real
estate developm ent com m unities, largley because the gnatcatcher nests in the
m ost expensive real estate in the w orld - coastal sage scrub.29
Even m ore species will be forced into the sensitive category if land
conversion continues at current rates. In the w estern portion of San Diego .
C ounty, m ost native habitats have already been, severely com prom ised by the '
’ invasion of urbanization; this is especially true of w etlands, lagoons, saltw ater
m arshes, and coastal sage scrub. In an effort to preserve w hat's left of these
coastal com m unities, the city and county of San Diego have launched a series of
regional habitat conservation program s. These program s are now getting
underw ay, and it is still unclear w hether they will effectively and proactively
p rev en t the conversion of m ore habitat. Some environm entalists have
expressed concern that program s like these are ephem eral because they depend
too heavily u p o n the im perm anent status of listed endangered species.30 O thers
critique the county's conservation efforts because they are being enacted
separately from the land use planning process; until the General Plan is

28Mike Evans, Professional Planner with County of San Diego Department of Planning and
Land Use, pers. comm., November 21,1994; Janet Fairbanks and Lan Xu Toma, "Room to Roam,"
in Planner (January 1994), 25.
29For a discussion of the gnatcatcher's political and ecological status, see Charles C. Mann and
Mark L. Plummer, "California vs. Gnatcatcher," in Audubon 97 (January-February 1995).
30Tricia Gerrodette, former Conservation Chair of the San Diego Chapter of the Sierra Club,
pers. comm., November 23,1994.
s.
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am ended to include specific habitat conservation program s, these program s will
be unable to achieve their lofty goals.31
The unincorporated area of the county has suffered considerably less
h ab itat loss and degradation than has the incorporated area. H ere, in the eastern
tw o-thirds of the San Diego region, urban sprawl, is not yet com m onplace and
relatively large tracts of wildlife habitat remain. M uch of this land - over one
m iilion acres - is ow ned by the state of California or the federal governm ent, and
is therefore closed to residential and comm ercial developm ent.32 H ow ever,
privately ow ned land still accounts for roughly one-third of the unincorporated
area; it is this land that is absorbing population grow th rates w hich average one
•

to tw o percentage points above county-w ide grow th rates.33 Because East San
Diego C ounty has come under such heavy developm ent pressure in recent years,
residents have expressed concern about habitat fragm entation, especially w ithin
282,000-acre Cleveland N ational Forest. This national forest, w hich has been
described as "one of the largest expanses of undisturbed, natural open space in
Southern California," is punctuated by 55,000 acres of private inholdings - land
%

th at w ould be w orth a fortune once subdivided.34 In an effort to prevent further
h ab itat fragm entation, San Diego voters passed a ballot initiative in 1993 that sets
the m inim um parcel size of these inholdings at forty acres. This com paratively
large parcel size will help to stave off subdivision and low -density spraw l w ithin
t

C leveland N ational Forest - at least until 2010, w hen the initiative m ust be
reau th o rized .

31Duncan McFetridge, Director of Save Our Forests and Ranchlands, pers. comm., November 22,
1994. For more on San Diego's Habitat Conservation Plans, see Chapter Five of this paper.
32SANDAG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," 7.
33SANDAG, "January 1,1994 Population and Housing Estimates," 10.
34County of San Diego Registrar of Voters, Sample Ballot and Voter Information Pamphlet, 2
November 1993,15.
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The success of the Forest Conservation Initiative is an exciting and
encouraging step tow ards responsible planning in San Diego County. It is
interesting to note that this move forw ard w as m andated by the voters, w ho
apparently felt that the county's professional planners w ere not doing enough to
protect the integrity of Cleveland N ational Forest. H ow ever, this initiative only
refers to land lying w ithin the boundaries of the national forest; the thousands of
privately-ow ned acres outside the forest are still at risk of becom ing subdivided
into ranchettes and m ini-estates. Alm ost all of the acreage in the unincorporated
area th at is not publicly ow ned or planted in agriculture falls u n d er the planning
category of low -density residential, and low -density residential zoning is often
w here spraw l begins. So, w hile the Forest Conservation Initiative w ill help
m aintain the continuity of the Cleveland for the next 15 years, there are still no
m andates in place to protect private lands from further fragm entation.
A g r ic u ltu r e

T hroughout all of California, farm land is being converted to residential
•uses at an unprecedented pace; annually, over 50,000 acres of productive
agricultural lands are subdivided and developed statew ide.35 This high rate of
conversion speaks to the relatively poor protection offered to farm land by
m unicipalities. W hile eradication of farm land does not d isrupt n atu ral system s
in the sam e w ay that w ild lands conversion does, it can reduce open space
resources and m ay threaten the integrity of ru ral comm unities.
'

In the arena of farm land conversion, San Diego County is once again a

m icrocosm of the state at large. A lthough only 8% of the county's land is
considered agricultural, com pared w ith about 30% for all of California, that
acreage supports a one-billion-dollar-a-year industry.36 San DiegO is one of the
35Tim Palmer, California's Threatened Environment. 4.
36SANDAG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," 5; County of San Diego Department of
Agriculture, Weights and Measures, 1994 Crop Statistics and Annual Report, 1994, 2.
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top 30 agricultural counties in the nation, w ith farm -generated revenues that
com prise the region’s fourth largest industry.37 Despite these attributes, San
Diego's farm land is not adequately protected from developm ent. Between 1977
and 1982, 60,000 acres of productive agricultural lands w ere urbanized.38 More
recently, the ow ner of the largest poinsettia farm in the country sold his property
to a developm ent com pany that is now planning a 1,500-home subdivision in 'its
/

stead.
C onversion of agricultural lands poses a num ber of problem s. Perhaps
first and forem ost, it invites urban or suburban developm ent w here previously
there w as none. Of course, farms are not pockets of pristine wilderness; the
presence of agriculture can and often does w reak havoc upon natural
/

com m unities. N onetheless, the benefits of agriculture usually outw eigh the
benefits associated w ith residential developm ent: W hen com pared w ith
residential subdivisions on non-urban lands, agriculture offers m ore m onetary
t

*

revenue over the long term ; agriculture provides a com m unity w ith de facto
open space, and in som e cases, wildlife habitat and linkage zones; and agriculture
can help su rro u n d in g hum an com m unities becom e m ore econom ically
sustainable by supplying locally-produced food sources. W hen farms are
replaced w ith split-level ranch hom es, all of these benefits are com prom ised.39
Changes in agricultural acreage in San Diego C ounty d u rin g the past 25
years illustrate som e interesting trends. Between 1971 and 1980, the num ber of
acres zoned as agriculture jum ped by about 65 percent.40 This increase is
probably related to the passage of the California Land C onservation Act of 1965,

37Jim Gogek, "County indifferent to preserving rural land," San Diego Union-Tribune. March 21,
1994, p. A-2.
38American Farmland Trust, "Eroding Choices, Emerging Issues," Executive Summary, 1986,5.
39For a more detailed discussion of San Diego's agricultural resources, see Chapter Five of this
paper.
40SANDAG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," 4.

26
also know n as the W illiamson Act. This significant piece of state legislation is a
"preferential assessm ent program ...that provides reduced property taxes to farm
land in retu rn for restricting its developm ent."41 Property ow ners w ho enter
into a contract u nder the W illiam son Act agree not to develop their land in any
m anner that w ould be inconsistent w ith agriculture. The land is then taxed
according to its actual w orth as farm land, instead of its speculated w orth as
future subdivisions. D uring the 1970s, w hen the W illiam son Act gained
w idespread support throughout the state, several thousand acres w ere placed
u n d er contract in the San Diego region; this m ay account for the som ew hat
su d d en increase in agriculturally zoned land prior to 1980.42
Since 1980, agricultural acreage has decreased considerably; again, this
trend undoubtedly has to do w ith property taxes. In the early '80s, m any land
ow ners canceled their W illiamson Act contracts in response to Proposition 13, a
state proposition that offered tax savings on non-W illiam son A ct lands. In
addition, California property values rose sharply at that time; m any farm land
ow ners m ay have found it difficult to resist the allure of real estate developm ent
dollars. By 1988, over 24% of San Diego's W illiamson Act contract holders were
opting not to renew their contracts w ith the state.43 In actual acres, this change
resulted in the rem oval of 32,400 acres (out of a total of 134,000 acres under
contract county-w ide) from the protective status offered by the W illiamson Act.
It w ould be impossible to say w ith certainty that each of these acres is now slated
for residential or commercial developm ent, bu t logic suggests that land-ow ners
w ould only leave the fold of the W illiamson Act if they had other, nonagricultural land uses in m ind.

41Alvin
Agency
42Ibid.,
43Ibid.,

D. Sokolow, "The Williamson Act: 25 Years of Land Conservation" (The Resources
of California, December 1990), 1.
i
31.
36.
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In 1990, San Diego County w as hom e to 218,071 acres of agricultural land a figure w hich reflects both W illiam son Act lands and non-W illiam son Act
lands. By 1994, that num ber had dropped to 173,123.44 The difference, 44,948
acres, is an indication of how rapidly farm land can undergo conversion to non\

farm uses. It rem ains to be seen w hether the county is willing to enact m easures
th at w ill help protect its farm land from becom ing increasingly rare. At present,
how ever, agricultural land ow ners are selling their acres by the thousands;
should this trend continue, suburban spraw l is bound to follow the plow.
Water Sources

As noted above, m odern San Diego w ould not exist in the absence of
im ported w ater. A long these lines, the am ount of im ported w ater consum ed by
the San Diego region has increased in conjunction w ith rising populations and
poorly-planned residential developm ent. D uring the 1989-90 fiscal year, the San
Diego C ounty W ater A uthority supplied its m em ber agencies w ith a recordbreaking

646,488 acre feet of w ater.45 In the years since, regional dem and has
*0

declined, largely because of California's recent drought conditions. In fiscal year
1991-92, San Diego consum ed 503,210 acre feet. H ow ever, consum ption appears
to be on the rise again now that the drought is officially over, and m andatory
w ater rationing is no longer in effect; during fiscal year 1994, San D iegans used
536,907 acre-feet of w ater, 413,000 of w hich w ere im ported 46
It is obvious from reading the C ounty W ater A uthority's W ater Resources
Plan (1993) that CWA is nervous about the security of San Diego's im ported
w ater. The Plan is chock-full of suggestions, som e of w hich border on the
preposterous, to supplem ent the region's endangered w ater supply. O ne of the
»

^C ounty of San Diego Department of Agriculture, Weights and Measures, 1994 Crop Statistics
and Annual Report, 2; SAND AG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," 6.
45San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, 10.
46Lee Wilier, Water Resources Planner with San Diego CWA, pers. comm., April 20,1995.
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saner recom m endations is actually only an observation - that single family
residences tend to use'm ore w ater than m ulti-fam ily residences. N ow here in
this docum ent does CWA openly suggest that the C ounty of San Diego ought to
prom ote higher-density residential developm ent in an effort to save w ater. But
CWA does discuss the need to conserve w ater, while sim ultaneously m aking the
keen observation regarding single family dw elling units. The connection
betw een land use and w ater consum ption is an obvious one; planners and
county supervisors are undoubtedly aw are of this relationship, b u t they have
th u s far failed to act u p o n their awareness. The kind of developm ent that now
dom inates ,the San Diego landscape, single family residential, has only helped to
increase the region's dependency upon im ported w ater. Any sincere, rational
effort to conserve substantial am ounts of w ater over the long-term m ust address
the preponderance of law n-oriented single family hom es and the spraw l w ith
w hich they are associated.
Beyond the boundaries of CWA, specific inform ation about w ater
consum ption is harder to come by. In these areas outside of CWA's jurisdiction,
g ro u n d w ater and surface run-off com prise the bulk of w ater resources. For
planning purposes, CWA assum es that these local supplies have a dependable
yield (a sort of worst-case scenario) of 25,000 acre-feet per year, and a norm al yield
of 60,000 acre-feet per year.47 Because overall estim ates of available groundw ater
can be inaccurate, county hydrologists are unable to precisely determ ine w hat's
been consum ed and w hat's still left. H ow ever, it is becom ing increasingly
ap p aren t that suburban-style developm ent is taking its toll in the m ore rural
areas of the county. G roundw ater assum ptions from ten years ago w ere too
optim istic, and projects that the C ounty D epartm ent of Planning and Land Use

47San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, 22.
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approved a decade ago have already run out of w ater.48 Further, alluvial
aquifers, w hich are capable of supplying w ater to the larger tow ns outside of
CWA's service area, are already fully developed for local yield. M any of these
aquifers' associated alluvial basins have been "overdrafted in the past and are
suffering from w ater quality problem s due to seaw ater intrusion and urban and
ag ricu ltural runoff contam ination."49
As it stands, both im ported and local w ater supplies seem to be reaching
som e sort of critical juncture. Both have become stressed in recent years, and
now the future of each is largely uncertain. A lthough several com pelling
reasons exist for pu rsu in g im proved patterns of developm ent, the issue of w ater
scarcity creates a particularly poignant argum ent. Because it is San Diego's
scarcest essential resource, w ater should figure largely in determ ining the course
i

of this region's future grow th.

If for no other reason, San Diego C ounty m ay

w an t to carefully consider the feasibility of grow th m oratoria and im proved
patterns of developm ent based on the physical and practical constraints of w ater
scarcity.

Looking Ahead: Growth Projections for the Next Two Decades
The past 40 years have brought enorm ous changes to San Diego County.
M uch of San Diego's grow th and developm ent to date has seen a concom itant
decline in the quality and quantity of available land and w ater resources.
Perhaps for the first time in San Diego's history, these resources do not appear
boundless. The M etropolitan W ater District will continue to supply San Diego
w ith im ported w ater into the foreseeable future, b u t supplies are not w hat they
once w ere, and w ater costs are bound to reflect this tightening; sim ilarly, local
^Eric Gibson, Assistant Groundwater Engineer with County of San Diego Department of
Planning and Land Use, pers. comm., November 21,1994.
49San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, 22.
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g ro u n d w ater supplies are less plentiful than previously assum ed. San Diego, a
county that's twice the size of some m id-A tlantic states, can only accom m odate
so m any m ore houses if it hopes to m aintain and su p p o rt any non-hum an
com m unities. Despite these distinct w arning signs, San Diego's grow th
projections for the next 20 years show no indications of a slow-down.
A lthough San Diego's grow th rate has been tapering off over the p ast few
years, the county still expects to add another one m illion people during the next
*>

tw o decades. In 2015, the predicted population of the San Diego region is
3,816,000.50 N orm ally, the San Diego Association of Governm ents (SANDAG)
t

w ould be able to project the num ber of additional housing units that w ill be
constructed to m eet the needs of these new San Diegans. H ow ever, for the first
tim e in SAND AG's history of conducting grow th forecasts, local land use policies
(based on com m unity and general plans) could not accom m odate the countyw ide forecast beyond the year 2005.51 It w ould appear that, in ten years, San
Diego w ill ru n out of "developable" land. This m eans that the C ounty Board of
Supervisors will need to m ake some sizable changes to the existing General Plan,
if the county intends toyhouse the one m illion people that will be m oving into
the region.52
In the absence of existing policies that are capable of absorbing San Diego's
predicted population grow th, SANDAG's housing projections through 2015 are
based u p on sim ulated increases in residential densities. According to these
sim ulations, know n as the Interim Forecast, future dem and for housing will
result in an additional 487,900 units being built by 2015.53 C urrent policies and
zoning regulations can accomm odate less than half of this projected dem and. If
5®SANTDAG, Series 8 Regional Growth Forecast (1990-2015), March 1994 (photocopy).
51SAND AG, Series 8 Regional Growth Forecast for Jurisdictions and Other Communities,
Agenda Report No. 94-07-14, July 1994 (photocopy).
52For a further discussion of this planning crossroads, see Chapter Three of this paper.
53SANDAG, "A Look at San Diego’s Future," 15.
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SANDAG's sim ulations are accurate, the construction of 487,900 units will
require the conversion of 275,000 acres of presently undeveloped land. Table 2.2
tracks the rise in developed acreage over the next 20 years.

ACRES
Vac. Dev. Acres:
D eveloped Acres:
LD Single Family:
Single Family:
M ulti-Fam ily:

1990
699,885
923,936
55,047
142,401
24,107

2005
578,461
1,047,807
122,665
183,369
30,157

2015
416,921
1,198,791
238,409
209,495
33,692

Table 2.2: Projected increases in d ev elo p ed acreage over a 20 year period in San D iego
C o u n ty .54 Vac. D ev. = V acant D evelopable; LD = L ow D ensity.

SANDAG's estim ates indicate that the m ost dram atic increase in
developed acreage will take place in the category of low density single family
pnits, w here a 333% rise is expected. M eanwhile, acreage devoted to m ulti
fam ily residences can look forw ard to a 28% increase. This enorm ous
discrepancy is attributable to the fact that fully 88% oh San Diego County's
"vacant developable acres" is designated for low density single fam ily housing.55
Of this 88%, alm ost half, or 42%, is located in East San Diego C ounty - w hich
m akes u p the bulk of the unincorporated area and the bulk of its privately
ow ned open space resources. H ow ever, even under existing land use policies,
w hich apparently favor low density, single family developm ent, it seems
unlikely-that the eastern region of the county will be developed to its full
"potential." This potential translates into a projected 67,845 housing units by
2015, w hereas in 1990 there w ere only 10,000 units scattered throughout East
C o u n ty .56 An increase of 58,000 units, while not unheard of in Southern
California, is probably unrealistic. Nonetheless, the C ounty G eneral Plan and the
54Ibid. 14-15.
55SANDAG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," 9.
56Ruth Potter, SANDAG Series 8 Forecasts in East County, February 1994 (photocopy). '
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appropriate com m unity plans for this area, as they are currently w orded, allow
for the subdivision of this land into 58,000 additional lots. W hether houses are
actually built and wells actually drilled rem ains to be seen.
The other 46% of "vacant developable lands" is shared by the East
Suburban and N orth County East areas. These tw o areas, both of w hich contain
incorporated and unincorporated com m unities, are considerably closer to
em ploym ent centers than the East County' area. Thus, they m ay attract m ore
u rb an and suburban-style grow th than areas further east. Also, because they
bord er m ore heavily developed parts of the county, nam ely the cities of San
Diego, C hula Vista, and Escondido, these areas stand a greater chance of
becom ing m ore heavily developed them selves. Since East Suburban and N orth
C ounty East contain alm ost half of the vacant developable acres in the county, it
is reasonable to assum e that a disproportionate am ount of the county'sffuture
V

hom e-building will hap p en here.
Specific inform ation regarding the im pacts of predicted construction and
associated land conversion is sparse. However, based on w hat w e've w itnessed
d u rin g the p ast decades, it's possible to extrapolate about the future. The form ula
is simple: The m ore San Diego spraw ls, the greater the losses w ill be in term s of
habitat and agriculture. The extent of these losses will be determ ined by how
m uch San Diego is allowed to spraw l. If the County Board of Supervisors decides
to revise the C ounty General Plan such that it favors higher-density m ulti-fam ily
developm ent, then perhaps wildlife habitat and farm land w ill fare reasonably
well. If the Board of Supervisors opts to m aintain the status quo, then w e can
look forw ard to m ore land conversion, longer lists of sensitive species, and less
»

locally-grow n produce.
Data regarding consum ption of im ported w ater is m ore readily available.
The C ounty W ater A uthority has estim ated that dem and for MWD w ater will
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reach 900,000 acre-feet by 2010. This projection reflects the use of current
conservation practices; if CWA is able to im plem ent Best M anagem ent Practices,
as outlined by the California D epartm ent of W ater Resources, total use m ay drop
to 832,000 acre-feet in 2010.57 Of this total, CWA expects m unicipal and
industrial uses to consum e about 86%, while agriculture w ill account for 14%
(dow n from the 19% of im ported w ater that agriculture currently uses). The
predicted 5% decline in agricultural uses is based upon rates of urbanization and
rising land and w ater costs (San Diego agricultural w ater costs m ore than 30
V

tim es w h at Central Valley and Im perial Valley farm ers pay).58
W ithin the residential sector, there's a possibility that per capita dem and
will increase betw een now and 2010. SAND AG has forecasted that the average
household size will fall by about .02 percentage points; this decline could result
in higher p er capita dem ands by increasing the ratio of dw ellings - and law ns to residents.59 Even if per capita dem ands rem ain stable at the current rate of .22
acre-feet p er person, CWA m ust attem pt to supplem ent the region’s im ported
w ater supplies if it hopes to m eet the dem ands of one m illion m ore people.

W hat Next?
A lthough it m ight be hyperbolic to suggest that San Diego is doom ed to a
/

thirsty, sm oggy, and overcrow ded future, it is only realistic that this county
should rethink its planning strategies. The history of developm ent in San Diego
could be construed as a series of m istakes leading to a kind of grow th th at no one,
save a few very w ealthy developers, actually wants. Despite these mistakes, I
contend that it is not too late to prevent San Diego C ounty from spraw ling m uch
further. The General Plan will need to be am ended w ithin the next ten years in
57San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, 16.
58Ibid„ 18.
59Ibid., 12.
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order to accom m odate the inevitable population increases; this w ould be an ideal
o p p ortunity to change the Plan for the better. County planners and supervisors those w ho w ill be largely responsible for creating these changes - m ight do well
to read the follow ing rem inder that San Diego contains plenty that's w orth
ho ld in g on to.
4

San Diego County is perhaps unique in America for its
amazing diversity of land. Beaches and cliffs give way to
tide pools and lagoons, and then to coastal plains intersected
by rivers, mesas carved by valleys and canyons, rocky foothills
covered with chaparral, mountains graced by conifer forests
and alpine meadows and then a steep decent into desert. While
the county may be best known for its cities, rural land covers its
vast reaches.6*^

69jim Gogek, "County indifferent to preserving rural land."

CHAPTER THREE:
A CRITIQUE OF THE TOOLS (I): LAND USE PLANNING
The purpose of all cities until now has been to develop the economy;
the purpose of the ecological city is to develop the ecology. Our present
cities, east and west, embody the culture which asks, How can we exploit
the. resources of our natural environment to develop and improve our
economic relationships? This must be turned around to ask, How can
we develop and improve our ecological relationships by exploiting
the mechanisms and resources of our economic system?1
San Diego C ounty has grow n considerably during the second half of this
century. In large part, this grow th has been characterized by urban and suburban
spraw l, resource depletion, and extrem e anthropocentrism . Some county
residents and citizens' groups have advanced the theory that San Diego has grow n
in an irrational and haphazard fashion. But despite these criticisms and those
offered in the previous chapter, San Diego's grow th did not just "happen." This
region, like m ost regions throughout the U nited States, developed according to
carefully rendered plans and form al zoning ordinances. These plans and
ordinances, also called land use planning tools, guide a com m unity through its
various stages of grow th while providing the com m unity w ith a vision of its
future. H ow ever, a problem arises w hen these tools fail to consider the physical
lim itations that characterize a given com m unity; a plan m ay be detailed and
com prehensive, but if it doesn't acknowledge its on-the-ground, ecological context,
th en it m ay lead its com m unity dow n a p a th of m aldevelopm ent.
There is little doubt that San Diego's land use planning tools are detailed
and com prehensive. If a land ow ner wishes to construct a dog kennel in her yard,
she m u st first visit the C ounty D epartm ent of Planning and Land Use's Zoning
Desk to determ ine if she is allowed to have a kennel on her property. Likewise the
hom e ow ner that w ants to increase the height of his fence. A developer w ho
intends to build a m aster-planned com m unity m ust com ply w ith countless
1Paul Downton, Keynote Address, First International Ecocity Conference, 1990.
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regulations and subm it no shortage of m aps and applications. Yet all of this
com plexity notw ithstanding, San Diego's tools are flawed. They are flaw ed
because they lack a rational understanding of physical limits; these tools, as they,
currently read, allow for the continued developm ent of land regardless of
resource-based considerations.
Of course, San Diego does not exist in a planning vacuum . The county's ’
planning tools, be they imperfect or otherwise, are p a rt of a 70-year-old legacy of
stan d ard ized Am erican land use planning. Before critiquing San Diego's specific
tools, nam ely its general plan, it m ay be useful to briefly consider the broader topic
of land use regulations in the United States.

A n O verview of A m erican Land Use Planning
t

M odern Am erican planning relies prim arily on tw o general constructs* the
com prehensive plan and the zoning ordinance. The form er provides the vision
for a com m unity's grow th; it "help[s] ensure that a long-range perspective is
guiding increm ental land use decisions."2 The latter is com prised of specific
regulations th at im plem ent the land use policies found in the com prehensive.
p la n .3 In order for the zoning ordinance to m ake sense, the com prehensive plan
m u st com e first. Indeed, all planning begins w ith the com prehensive plan.
Also called m aster plans and general plans, com prehensive plans have a
num ber of standard characteristics: They deal w ith the physical developm ent of a
com m unity; they attem pt to- project the developm ent of the com m unity to a
future point in time; they include all of the physical elem ents that m ay determ ine
the com m unity's future developm ent; land use, public facilities, and circulation

2Stuart Meek and Edith M. Netter, eds., A Plannner's Guide to Land Use Law (Washington, DC:
Planners Press, 1983), 9.
3Daniel R. Mandelker, Land Use Law (Charlottesville, VA: The Michie Co., 1982), 1.
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(roads and streets) are comm on to all plans.4 All states have legislation that allows
local governm ents to partake of the com prehensive planning process; som e states,
including California, have m ade the adoption of com prehensive plans m andatory.
In California, no t only are county governm ents required to ad o p t a
com prehensive plan, b u t these plans m ust include seven basic sections, or
elements: Land use, circulation, housing, conservation, open space, noise, and
public safety.5 O ther elements, such as agriculture, are optional and their adoption
is left to the discretion of individual counties.
Ironically, the process by w hich planners prepare com prehensive plans is
called "rational planning." The irony exists in the fact that rational planning does
n o t include the preparation of a natural resource baseline. It calls for projections
regarding population, economics, public facilities, and land use, b u t it fails to
actively consider resource availability. H ow ever, resource availablity should,
rationally, lead the w ay in the planning process. Rather than asking, "H ow m any
people w ill live here in 20 years?" and "H ow w ealthy do we w ant to become?"
p lanners should inquire, "H ow m any people is this region capable of supporting
w ith o u t com prom ising its natural system s?" and "To w hat extent is ecological
sustainability com patible w ith current developm ent patterns?"
A lthough rational planning seems to be asking the w rong questions, it is
currently the dom inant paradigm in the drafting of com prehensive plans. It
consists of three steps: First, planners undertake a survey and analysis of basic data
th at w ill provide the foundation for the plan's policies; second, they m ake future *
projections about population, economics, public facilities, and private land use;
th ird , planners develop a set of goals for the future grow th of the com m unity.6

4Ibid., 49.
5Daniel J. Curin, Jr., California Land'Use and Planning Law (Berkeley, CA: Solano Press, 1988),
16.
6Mandelker, Land Use Law. 50.
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Once the planning comm ission agrees on a set of goals and policies, they create the
full-fledged com prehensive plan, com plete w ith its various elem ents. The next
step is the adoption of the zoning ordinance.
W hen people think about land use or urb an planning, the term "zoning" is
probably one of the first things that comes to m ind. W hile the plan provides the
vision, zoning actually executes the plan's goals. It does so through regulations
th at designate land use districts and w hich specify the land uses allow ed in those
districts. These regulations "separate incom patible land uses, com prehensively
assigning com patible land uses to zoning districts throughout the com m unity."7
In fact, com patibility is the crux of the zoning concept. Zoning ordinances stem
from land use nuisance doctrines, which, prior to the passage of the Standard
Z oning Act in the mid-1920s, kept commercial and industrial enterprises out of
residential areas.8 Largely because of its ancestry, m odern zoning continues in this
vein of stratification: Commercial, industrial, and residential land uses are usually
located in distinct and separate parts of a com m unity, as they are considered
incom patible. Critics of zoning cite these land use patterns as a m ajor contributor
to u rb an spraw l problem s. W hen people live in exclusively residential
neighborhoods, they m ust.travel greater distances to their jobs and other nonresidential destinations. Consequently, com m unities tend to be less com pact and
m ore dependent upon autom obiles. H ow ever, increasingly, the idea of m ixed
land uses seem to be gaining in popularity.9 In addition to considering m ixed land
i

t

uses, an im proved version of zoning m ight also exam ine the com patibility
betw een a given land use and the land itself.

7Ibid., 3.
8Alexandra D. Dawson, Land Use Planning and the Law (New York: Garland STPM Press,
1982), 37.
9Sierra Club California, "Policy Before Planning," Green State of the State Report, 1991;
California Senate Office of Research, "Prosperity, Equity, and Environmental Quality:
Meeting the Challenge of California's Growth," 1991.
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For the m ost part, how ever, zoning in its current form is the m ost
w idespread land use planning tool in the country. All 50 states have legislation
authorizing m unicipal zoning,, and all m ajor cities except for H ouston have
zoning ordinances.10 Zoning ordinances have at their core land use, density, and
site developm ent controls. The standard zoning form at contains the three basic
residential, commercial, and industrial categories and subdivides each category
into a zoning district. In addition to specifying the perm itted land uses, each
district also has density limitations. The ordinance usually specifies densities by
requiring m inim um lot sizes; it Can also specify residential densities by indicating
how m any dw elling units are allowed on an acre of land.11
California, like m ost states, requires that zoning ordinances be enacted in
accordance w ith the corresponding com prehensive plan.12 This m andate is
intended to keep zoning com patible w ith the long-range developm ent goals of the
com m unity. W hile this is a w orthy intention, it is also a slippery one, as zoning
ordinances can be surprisingly malleable. Critics charge that, the plan
notw ithstanding, zoning "has no rational basis and is applied on a case-by-case
>
'
*
basis w ith little or no capacity to serve [an] area w ith facilities," such as sewers,
roads, and schools; furtherm ore, zoning is m ired in politics and as such is "often
decided on the basis of cronyism and bribery."13 One critic gets straight to the
point: "Perhaps the greatest flaw in the present system of zoning is the naive
assum ption that the plan commission and governing body w ill enact zoning

10Mandelker, Land Use Law. 1.
n Ibid., 100.
12Elaine Moss, ed., Land Use Contfols in the United States'(New York: The Dial Press/James
Wade, 1977), 323.
13Daniel R. Mandelker and Edith M. Netter, "Comprehensive Plans and the Law," in Meek and
Netter, eds., A Planner's Guide to Land Use Law. 19.
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regulations for the public good w ithout giving rise to enorm ous w indfalls for
som e ow ners and w ipeouts for others."14
1■
^
Just as it m ay be naive to assum e that zoning is alw ays enacted w ith the best
intentions, it w ould be false to suggest that all zoning is necessarily corrupt.
Z oning ordinances have helped m any com m unities grow responsibly and
*

intelligently, w ithout leading to the aforem entioned w indfalls and w ipeouts.
Petalum a, California, and Ram apo, N ew York, are. tw o tow ns that, during periods
of intense grow th in the 1970s, used zoning to lim it the num ber of houses being
f

b u ilt 'so that the com m unities w ould no t lose their essential character.15 W hether
zoning is used for the good of the public or m isused for the benefit of a few
depends largely upon the com m unity in question, since zoning is Usually a highly
localized undertaking. In California, for exam ple, no state-level zoning guidelines
exist; all land use planning pow ers are held by cities and counties.16 Some see this
absence of real direction from the state as a problem in dire need of a solution:
'

The [California] state government has simply not seen fit to establish
hard and fast rules for land use...A profound.bias against regulation itself,
and against community control as opposed to individual control over
land use, is the root cause of the state's current land use and growth problems.17

In California, this lack of "hard and fast rules" translates into a lack of
protection for open space and agricultural lands; w ith no specific state m andates in
•

4

i

place, ‘p reservation of these resources is left up to individual m unicipalities. As
noted above, som e com m unities rise to the occasion and protect their resources
responsibly, while others do not. Sonoma and Placer counties, w here rural lots are
zoned as' high as one house per 640 acres, are exam ples of com m unities that have
risen to the occasion; San Diego, w here agricultural preserves are zoned at one
14Richard W. Cutler, "The Dilemma of M odem Zoning," in Meek and Netter, eds.. A Planner's
Guide to Land Use Law. 127.
15Mandelker, Land Use Law. 286-288.
16Sierra Club California, "Policy Before Planning," Green State of the State Report, 1991, 2.
17Gary A. Patton, "The Transformation of Paradise," in Tim Palmer, ed., California’s
Threatened Environment (Washington, DC: Island Press, 1993), 134 (Emphasis added).
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house p er eight acres, is an exam ple of a county that has not.18 .Proponents of
state-level planning guidelines hope that "m andated perform ance stan d ard s"
w ould im prove the capricious w ays of local zoning ordinances, and create a m ore
accountable approach to regional planning.19
s

•

•

For now , com prehensive plans and zoning ordinances are enacted and
applicable at the local level only. In this way, each com m unity is em pow ered to at
least p artly determ ine its ow n future.20 But, in the case of San Diego County, the
future m ay be com prom ised, like the recent past and present, by the use of
p lan n in g tools th at neglect natural com m unities. A closer look at San Diego's
G eneral Plan w ill reveal the ways in w hich the county's tools are flaw ed and how
these tools place natural resources at risk. I have lim ited m y discussion to the
three G eneral Plan elements that deal m ost directly w ith natural, open space, and
agricultural resources: The Regional Land Use, Conservation, and O pen Space
elem en ts.

A n Elem ental C ritique
Land Use

The Regional Land Use elem ent of San Diego C ounty's G eneral Plan w as
adopted in January of 1979. As the Land Use element, this docum ent and its
associated m aps provide the central fram ew ork for the entire plan; they identify
the proposed distribution and intensity of land uses for housing, business,
industry, open space, natural resources, and public facilities. The Land Use
Elem ent's overall goal is to
[a]ccommodate population growth and influence its distribution in order to
18Jim Gogek, "Prop. C should be an eye-opener for county," San Diego Union-Tribune. November
1, 1993, A-2.
19Patton, "The Transformation of Paradise," in ed. Tim Palmer, California's Threatened
Environment. 138.
20I say "partly" because there are many non-physical elements that planning cannot control.
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protect and u se scarce resources w isely; preserve the natural environm ent;
p rovid e adequate public facilities and services efficiently and equitable [sic];
assist the private sector in the provision o f adequate, affordable housing;
and prom ote the econom ic and social w elfare o f the region.21

O ther, m ore specific goals include: "Encourage continuance and expansion of
agricultural uses in appropriate portions of the unincorporated area;" "Prom ote
the conservation of w ater and energy resources;" and "Retain the rural character of
n o n -u rb an lan d s."22
So the Plan gives as its land use goals m axim izing hum an welfare,
conserving natural resources, and protecting the environm ent. W here the Land
Use Elem ent falls short is in its understanding of the general welfare as som ething
th at can exist outside of a biological/ecological context. The docum ent is filled
w ith policies and action program s aim ed at protecting and conserving natural
resources, b u t never are these resources view ed as lim iting factors. Instead,
scarcity becom es an obstacle to be surm ounted, another planning challenge in the
quest to accom m odate m ore San Diegans. But until hum ans learn how to
fabricate w ater and prevent species extinction, resource scarcity will continue to be
no m ere stum bling block; right now, it is a very real contraint that m ost people,
including planners; attem pt to circumvent. Further, this trinity of goals assum es
th at ecological integrity and "economic and social w elfare" are com patible
objectives u n d er the present planning paradigm , w herein 68% of the county's
‘private la n d vis zoned as low-density, single family, residential acreage.23 Based on
current inform ation regarding San Diego's ecological integrity, these goals are not
com patible. The policies and action plans designed to protect the region's
environm ent are counteracted by land use designations and zoning regulations
that encourage low -density developm ent.

21County of San Diego, General Plan Part II: Regional Land Use Element, January 1979,2.
22Ibid., 2-3.
23SANDAG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," in INFO (January-February 1993), 9.
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C onsidering that the Land Use Element states from .the outset th at the
A

protection and intelligent use of scarce resources is a priority, it is surprising that
«

w ater consum ption does not receive m ore attention here. G roundw ater is
m entioned in a few places throughout the text, m ainly in conjunction w ith the
C ounty G roundw ater Policy's requirem ent that rural developm ent areas provide
"proof of long-term groundw ater supply."24 M eanwhile, the issue of im ported
w ater isn't raised once. G ranted, this is a land use docum ent, no t a w ater use
docum ent; b u t the tw o resources are inextricably linked - there can be no
anthropocentric land use w ithout waiter consum ption. If the county intends to
accom m odate population grow th of the m agnitude that is predicted in the next
tw o decades, w ithout violating resource-protection and environm ental
preservation goals, then it m ust begin to connect land use planning w ith w ater '
planning. Such a connection m ight begin w ith the Land Use Elem ent, w here
w ater-saving techniques like xeriscaping could be initiated.
Just as the Land Use Element does not concern itself w ith im ported w ater, it
also lacks any direct references to land conversion and habitat loss. To the
elem ent's credit, it does contain a section on Environm entally C onstrained Areas,
a regional category w hich includes floodplains, lagoons, agricultural preserves,
and areas containing rare and endangered plant and anim al species.25 The policy
regarding such areas states: "D evelopm ent in these areas, w hile guided by the
C ounty G eneral Plan, should be preceded by thorough environm ental review and
im plem entation of appropriate m easures to m itigate adverse im pacts."26
H ow ever, the C ounty General Plan makes, no provision for the developm ent of
these areas, other than to defer to com m unity plans (which are based on the
*

24County of San Diego, General Plan Part II: Regional Land Use Element, 9. For a discussion of
the County Groundwater Policy and Ordinance, see Chapter Four of this paper."
25Ibid., 11.
26Ibid., 12.
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C ounty G eneral Plan), the C ounty Zoning O rdinance (which m ust be in
com pliance w ith the General Plan), and the C ounty G roundw ater Policy (which
regulates intensity of developm ent based on groundw ater availability only, and
does not consider other environm entally constraining factors). The reasoning
here seem s circular, and the protection afforded Environm entally C onstrained
A reas appears w eak and arbitrary. Perhaps even m ore im portantly, the Land Use
Elem ent refers only to the need to protect these constrained areas, w here rare
organism s and sensitive soils exist; the elem ent m akes no provision for the
protection of m ore com m on areas. The history of sensitive natural com m unities
tells us that protection of that w hich is rare m ay intensify stresses on currently
com m on, healthy com m unities.27
A nother land use designation that receives short shrift in this text is the
agricultural preserve. A n agricultural preserve is a tract of land that has been
classified as productive farm land, and is currently being used as rural land and not
residential land; m any preserves are also under contract through the W illiam son
Act, w hich offers increased protection from developm ent via tax breaks. As noted
above, one of the Land Use Element's forem ost goals is to "Encourage continuance
and expansion of agricultural uses in appropriate portions of the unincorporated
area."28 Interestingly enough, this goal contains no reference to farm land w ithin
the incorporated area of the county. The rationale behind such an om ission is
unknow n, b u t perhaps the General Plan's drafters understood that attem pts to

27In 1978, the Regional Growth Management Plan recommended the adoption of "Land Use and
Zoning Designations that Discourage Development." These designations would have applied to,
development in environmentally constrained areas, but the recommendation was deleted from
the final version of the plan. The omission was based on the following reasoning: "It has been
concluded that the best way to protect environmentally constrained lands is through timely
implementation of the adopted Conservation Element...Imposition of interim zoning or
implementation of other policies will merely detract from this important effort." County of San
Diego, Regional Growth Managment Plan, 1978, 27. ,
28County of San Diego, General Plan Part II: Regional Land Use Element, 3.
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continue and expand agricultural uses in the county's rapidly urbanizing areas
w ould be ill-fated.
Taking this goal at face value then, it is safe to assum e that San Diego
**

supports the existence of agriculture, at least in the rural p arts of the region.
A ccording to the policy governing agricultural preserves, though, this support
m ay n o t actually exist: The policy sets the m inim um parcel size of this land use
designation at eight acres.29 Some-local land use w atchdog groups (Save O ur
Forests and Ranchlands, the Environm ental Law Center, and the San Diego
C hapter of the Sierra Club) oppose this m inim um parcel size because it is simply
too sm all for a comm ercially-viable farm operation. Perhaps w ith unlim ited
w ater supplies and a m ore tem perate, coastal climate at her disposal, a farm ow ner
m ight tu rn a profit w ith eight acres of high-value crops. But in the
unincorporated area of the county, such conditions are harder to come by, and
m any farm ers m ust turn to m ore space-consum ing enterprises like dry land
grazing or tree crops. This is w here the eight-acre m inim um appears particularly
antithetical to productive agriculture: If eight acres is too little for comm ercially
I

viable farm ing, then w hat is the point of zoning agricultural preserves at eight
acres? Critics suggest that the point has m uch to do w ith allow ing for the subtle
and increm ental intrusion of residential land uses onto San Diego's farm lands,
w hile landow ners take advantage of W illiamson Act tax breaks. A n
environm ental consultant assesses the situation this way:
The primary purpose of the Agricultural Preserve designation is to
facilitate policies for the implementation of the Williamson Act. Zoning
must, therefore, be consistent with Williamson Act implementation.
Eight-acre zoning which occurs in much of the land designated Agricultural
Preserve does not comply with the intent and language contained in the
county's Agricultural Preserve Policy nor the Williamson Act goals...This
[eight-acre zoning] provide[s] an inducement to develop these lands as

29Ibid„ 23.
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ranchettes and other non-agricultural u ses.30

M any other counties throughout California have opted to zone their
agricultural lands at m uch higher parcel sizes than those used in San Diego. San
Luis O bispo and Santa Barbara counties zoned their grazing land at 320 acres;
Sacram ento, San M ateo, and V entura zoned theirs at 160; even San Bernardino
out-zoned San Diego by a factor of five w ith its 40-acre m inim um parcel size.31 It
is not yet possible to determ ine the exact effects of San Diego's eight-acre
N

m inim um upon farm land, as it was only recently codified as p a rt of the General
Plan in 1994.32 But concerned citizens predict that such zoning will certainly not
"encourage the continuance and expansion of agricultural uses...."
Perhaps the best w ay to achieve the Land Use Element's agricultural goal is
to draft and ad o p t an agricultural elem ent to the San Diego County General Plan.
A t present, the county has no specific long-term recom m endations regarding
agriculture. Such recom m endations w ere intentionally left out of the Regional
G row th M anagem ent Plan because "an agricultural elem ent is currently being
prepared by the Integrated Planning Office and w e w ished to avoid duplication of
effort."33 A n agricultural element w as indeed drafted, b u t it w as never adopted
♦

4

du e to intense opposition from both developers, w ho prefer the relatively easy
access to farm land they presently enjoy, and certain farm ers, w ho prefer to
m aintain their option of selling out to developers w hen the time comes. The
integrity of San Diego's farm land w ould best be served by a General Plan that,
refused to p an d er to these interests. The current Land Use Element, w ith its

30Richard Grassetti of Grassetti Environmental Consulting, letter to San Diego County Board of
Supervisors, dated July 8,1993.
31Jim Gogek, "Prop. C should be an eye-opener for county."
32Jim Gogek, "County indifferent to preserving rural land," San Diego Union-Tribune. March 21,
1994, A-2.
33David C. Nielsen, Director of Regional Growth Managment, letter to San Diego County
Board of Supervisors, dated June 14,1978.
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conflicting agricultural goals and policies, cannot truly address the issue of
farm land conversion in San Diego County.
The G eneral Plan's Land Use Element, while punctuated by w orthw hile
goals, does little to actively protect the county's habitat and agricultural resources.
Furtherm ore, it fails to recognize the interdependencies betw een land use
p lanning and w ater planning. Because, the Land Use Elem ent provides the
♦

county-w ide plan w ith a central fram ework, this text w ould be an appropriate
place to p u t forth even stronger protective policies for the region's land-based
resources; and, although it doesn't seem to be the appropriate place to plan for the
county's agricultural future, the Land Use Element could provide a distinct
agricultural elem ent w ith supportive and supplem ental policies.
C onservation

Elem ent

The Conservation Element of the San Diego C ounty G eneral Plan w as .
adopted in December of 1975 w ith this stated purpose: "...to identify and describe
the natural resources of San Diego County and prepare policies and action
program s to conserve these resources...."34 Each chapter of the Conservation
Elem ent consists of findings, or evidence of resource-related issues and problem s,
followed by relevant policies and action program s. In these policies and action
program s, the elem ent's authors attem pt to balance their stated purpose w ith the
needs and desires of a grow ing hu m an population. Yet the C onservation Element
does not result in balance: Because of the w ays in w hich San Deigo has grown,
h u m an populations have increased at the expense of n atural com m unities. W ith
alm ost four m illion residents by 2015, San Diego C ounty w ill find it im possible to
*

p rev en t certain levels of resource depletion and ecological degradation. Perhaps
the C onservation Elem ent should be prim arily concerned w ith slow ing the rate of

*
^C ounty of San Diego, General Plan Part X: Conservation Element, December 1975,1.
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environm ental loss, as that m ay be the closest thing to "balance" that,,San Diego's
d ry clim ate and large population will allow.
The Conservation Elem ent begins, appropriately enough, w ith w ater. The
first sentence of this section sets the tone for the next several pages: "The
continued grow th and developm ent of San Diego C ounty is dependent on the
availability of an adequate supply of potable w ater."35 The text goes on to say that
the region's w ater supply is not as secure as it w as once assum ed to be; this
insecurity applies to both im ported and local w ater supplies. A t the sam e time, the
county's population is on the rise, w hich presum ably m eans that San Diego will
need even'm ore w ater than it currently has access to. Logic suggests that, in light
of rising populations and shrinking w ater supplies, the Conservation Elem ent
should take a firm, conservative approach to w ater planning. Such an approach
m ight involve incentives or even m andates for the reduction of landscaping and
other non-essential w ater uses. But instead of calling for a decrease in w ater
consum ption, the Conservation Element, prom otes the search for new w ater
sources that w ill help the county m eet ever-increasing dem ands: "The C ounty will
su p p o rt program s which assure an adequate supply and quality of w ater to m eet
the p resent and future population needs...."36
Perhaps the Conservation Element's attitude tow ard w ater use is best
captured by W ater Policy 1: "Regional estim ates of the need for w ater should be
based on land use and population projections derived from the G eneral Plan."37
This policy constructs an irrational and unrealistic relationship betw een land use
p lanning and w ater consum ption. In a region like San Diego, w here w ater is a
scarce and fickle resource, plans to provide w ater should not be based on
u nrestricted grow th projections, as populations w ill alw ays expand to dem and
35Ibid., 17,
36Ibid., 21.
37Ibid., 21.
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m ore w ater. In order for W ater Policy 1 to m ake any sense, it should read:
"Regional estim ates of land use and developm ent should be based on w ater
availability projections." Such a revision w ould require that the entire General
Plan rearrange its approach to accom m odating growth, w hereby physical and
n atu ral lim itations receive the recognition w hich they are due.
This kind of recognition is not com pletely absent from the C onservation
Elem ent's discussion of water. As far as groundw ater is concerned, there seems to
be an u nderstanding that this is indeed a lim ited resource: "The availability of
g ro u n d w ater is an im portant consideration in determ ining the appropriate
intensity of developm ent in all areas of the County not served by im ported
w a ter."38 H ow ever, as soon as an area is annexed to a C ounty W ater A uthority
service district, such considerations seem to be forgotten; the availability of
imported w ater is not seen as an im portant factor in determ ining appropriate

intensities of developm ent. Even w ithin the unincorporated area, availability of
g roundw ater som etim es has little effect upon the approval of subdivision projects.
0

The C ounty G roundw ater Ordinance requires that only a representative num ber
of lots be tested for adequate groundw ater supplies; this m ethod has resulted in
som e approved developm ents drying up, as the representative lot tests are capable
of overestim ating groundw ater sources. Futherm ore, as of M arch 1995, no
subdivision application had ever been denied by the C ounty D epartm ent of
Planning and Land Use based oh groundw ater availability.39
The exclusion of the bulk of the unincorporated region from the County
W ater A uthority's service area m ay help to curb rates of developm ent, because of
practical considerations like groundw ater availability. H ow ever, if the
unincorporated region w ere to be annexed to the CWA via a new aqueduct, then
____________________________________________

3

38Ibid., 19.
39John Peterson, Groundwater Engineer with San Diego County Department of Planning and
Land Use, pers. comm., March 20,1995.
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grotindw ater availability w ould no longer be a serious concern, and developm ent
w o u ld receive the proverbial green light throughout the eastern reaches of the
county. A lthough such a turn of events is thought to be unlikely, according to the
C onservation Element, no governm ental policies exist ‘that w ould restrict the
construction of an East C ounty aqueduct.40 In fact, the County of San Diego and its
Board of Supervisors have lim ited control over the placem ent of m ajor w ater
facilities in the unincorporated area. Even though a new aqueduct probably w on't
be built in the near future, it w ould behoove the county to adopt a stronger
■*

position on this question now , before the presence of increasing developm ent
pressures complicates the issue further.
A lthough the C onservation Element says little about actually restricting
grow th due to w ater-related lim itations, it does offer, perhaps unw ittingly, a
n u m b er of sensible reasons to change the course of San Diego's developm ent.
Forem ost am ong these reasons are the various threats fo im ported and local w ater
supplies, and the realization that ,San Diego's w ater sources are not infinite. The
elem ent also addresses the issue of w astew ater and overburdened sew age systems.
C urrently, m uch of the county's sewage is disposed of in the Pacific Ocean, yet the
long-term effects of this dum ping "have not been adequately assessed."41 More
developm ent w ill lead to m ore w ater consum ption w hich w ill lead to m ore
w astew ater, w hich could lead to the further contam ination of w hat is arguably one
of San Diego's greatest assets - the Pacific Ocean. M ore developm ent will also lead
to the conversion of m ore land, which, as the C onservation Elem ent points out,
will have an adverse im pact on w ater quality and flood control.
A ll form s o f m an's [sic] activities and land u se affect w ater quality.
Agricultural use results in an increase o f nutrients and pesticid es in stream
w ater and subsurface groundw ater. A change for [sic] agricultural u se to
residential u se ten ds to red u ce these typ es of nutrients, b u t this is counteracted
40County of San Diego, General Plan Part X: Conservation Element, 19.
41Ibid., 22.

♦
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b y su ch pollutants as oil, gasoline, and pesticid es. The land u se ch ange
generally has an adverse effect on w ater quality.42

,

...and...
' Urban d evelop m en t increases the peak flood flo w and decreases the lag tim e
b etw een a rainfall even t and the en su in g flood. W ater runs off faster from
stream s and roofs than from natural vegetation areas. C onstruction of
artificial channels, esp ecially storm drains, increase [sic] the run-off rate.43
t

. D espite these convincing w ater-oriented argum ents in favor of restricting developm ent, the Conservation Element offers no leadership in term s of setting
g row th limits. The text here speaks only of m itigation and accom m odation. The
♦

C ounty of San Diego is by no m eans ignoraint of its physical lim its and co n strain ts,'
b u t it has show n an institutional reluctance to com ply w ith them .
The Conservation Element's chapter on w ater is largely indicative of the
%

bulk of the docum ent: Good inform ation and a solid understanding of the
consequences of grow th, followed by inadequate, unspecific, or unrealistic policies
and action program s. For example, in the elem ent's chapter on w ildlife habitat,

>

one finding reads, “Various types of pollution adversely im pact vegetation and
w ildlife in San Diego C ounty."44 The corresponding policy states, “The County
w ill attem pt to identify, reduce and elim inate all forms of pollution w hich
adversely im pact vegetation and w ildlife."45 W hile this is certainly a noble goal, it
is difficult to take seriously; if the county truly intended to elim inate all form s of
pollution th at adversely im pact natural com m unities, then it w ould have long
ago called for the evacuation of over two m illion people.
O n the topic of agriculture, the C onservation Element is intentionally
vague. Like the Regional Grow th M anagem ent Plan of 1978, this docum ent offers
few details regarding the conservation of agricultural resources because it assum es
*

42Ibid.,
■43Ibid.,
44Ibid.,
45Ibid.,
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th at an agricultural elem ent will be adopted as p art of the C ounty G eneral Plan. In
fact, Soil Policy 2 of the Conservation Element states, "The C ounty G eneral Plan
f

w ill be am ended to include an A gricultural Element w hich will consider all
aspects of the agriculture industry and will designate exclusive agricultural
areas."46 In the continued absence of this agricultural elem ent, other policies and
action program s lose their enforceability. For exam ple, one action program
instructs the county to "[e]ncourage the expansion of agriculture greenbelt areas
w henever possible in San Diego C ounty."47 Again, this is a fine idea (provided
agricultural expansion does not involve the conversion of w ild lands), but
difficult to im plem ent w ithout an agriculture elem ent or other docum ent that
m ight offer greater specificity and direction.
The C onservation Elem ent contains a w ealth of useful inform ation, but,
like the Regional Land Use Element, it stops short of creating positive changes to
the planning status quo. This docum ent's policies and action program s only hint
at w hat is truly required for the protection of San Diego's natural resources. If the
C onservation Elem ent hopes to fulfill its purpose - to conserve natural resources
- then it m ust take a m ore definitive and coherent stance w ith respect to
residential and com m ercial developm ent throughout the county.
Open Space Element

The O pen Space Element of the County General Plan w as adopted in
December, 1973 as the first elem ent of the General Plan. Of the three elements
discussed in this chapter, it offers the least specificity and the fewest practical
policies. The docum ent begins w ith a disclaimer that can only be construed as an
effort, on the behalf of the county, to avoid private land takings accusations:
i-

‘

The O pen Space Plan is not a land u se plan...It is n o t the intent of this O pen
, Space Elem ent in any w a y to preclude the filin g or approval of a private
46Ibid., 71.
47Ibid., 43.
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d evelop m en t p lan as set forth in C ou nty ordinances and policies. It is not
the intent of this Plan to restrict or regulate privately o w n ed land in any
w a y excep t as is necessary to facilitate the pu b lic health, safety, and
w elfare....48

W ith this language setting the tone, it is difficult to determ ine w hat the O pen
Space Elem ent is intended for. Some of the elem ent's stated goals include:
"Prom ote the health and safety of San Diego C ounty residents and visitors by
regulating developm ent of lands;" and "Conserve scarce natural resources and
lands needed for vital natural processes and the m anaged production of
resources."49 U nfortunately, there is little w ithin the text to suggest that the
elem ent's goals w ill be actively pursued.
The term "open space" is defined by the O pen Space Element as "any parcel
or area of land or w ater w hich is essentially unim proved and devoted to an open
space use...."50 These parcels and areas include land for the preservation of natural
resources, the m anaged production of resources, outdoor recreation, and public
health and safety. This definition is quite broad, and consequently allows m any
types of land to fall under the category of open space. A n excerpt from one section
of the elem ent, "General C ounty Policy for Future O pen Space N eeds," further
dilutes this definition:
It is the intent o f the Plan to recognize that there are m any m inor op en
space areas in San D iego C ounty w h ich collectively serve to p rovid e additional
significant op en space to the C ounty, even th ough they are n o t in d ivid u ally
large en ou gh to be m apped or described, specifically Aircraft A pproach
Clear Z ones, local parks and private golf courses p ro v id e acreage that is
basically op en and ad d s to the op en character o f San D ieg o C ou nty.51

Critics of the O pen Space Element find fault w ith the inclusion of aircraft zones
(which are characterized by intense noise pollution) and golf courses (which are
characterized by heavy pesticide, fertilizer, and w ater use) as open space categories.
48County of San Diego, General Plan Part I: Open Space Element, December 1973,1.
49Ibid., 7.
50Ibid., 2.
51Ibid., 4.
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O ne p roponent of open space interprets the above policy as a thinly-veiled attem pt
by the county to cover its w eak open space record.52 If each vacant lot, playground,
and country club adds to the total acreage of county-w ide open space, then San
Diego's open space program will continue to look good on p ap er - even in the
*

absence of stronger, m ore focused policies.
In term s of acreage, San Diego is actually hom e to large am ounts of open
space; of the county's 2.7 million acres, over 600,000, or about 22%, are categorized
as parks and open space. However, these figures do not necessarily reflect the
achievem ents of the O pen Space Element. Alm ost 550,000 acres of the county's,
open space acreage fall w ithin the boundaries of Anza-Borrego State Park, a park
adm inistered by the state and not the county.53 Another 18,000 acres are on federal
lands. But perhaps the m ost m isleading aspect of these num bers is related to
developm ent rather than protection of open space. In San Diego, along w ith m any
other com m unities throughout the U nited States, subdivision applications are
■often approved only if the developer agrees to dedicate a certain percentage of her
land to open space uses.54 In this indirect m anner, developm ent can create op en
space.55 But w hile open space dedications provide residential com m unities w ith
pleasant surroundings, they offer little in the w ay of wildlife habitat or
psychological relief from suburban landscapes. Subdivision dedications should
t

n o t su p p lant protection of relatively unaltered open space, nor should they lull
the general public into believing that open space is a natural by-product of
d ev elo p m en t.

52Duncan hlcFetridge, Director of Save Our Forests and Ranchlands, pers. comm., August 12,
1994.
•
53SANDAG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," in INFO (January-February 1993), 4.
54Mandelker, Land Use Law. 275; Frederic O. Sargent, et al., Rural Environmental Planning fo_t
Sustainable Communities (Washington, DC: Island Press, 1991), 96.
55The longest and most detailed section of the Open Space Element concerns this process, dubbed
"Open Space Design of Private Lands."

San Diego's recent attitudes tow ard open space protection m ight best be
described as am bivalent, as is partly evidenced by the notable absence of a General
Plan agricultural elem ent and by the presence of eight-acre zoning on agricultural
preserves, an im portant open space category.56 This am bivalence is further
*

indicated by the text of the Open Space Element, w hich is punctuated seven times
by the statem ent, "It is not the intent of this category of the O pen Space Element to
restrict or regulate privately ow ned land in any w ay except as is necessary to
facilitate the public health, safety, and welfare." County planners and leaders are
no doubt aw are of the m any benefits of open space resources, and that these
resources are crucial to the public welfare. Yet they appear unw illing to act upon
their aw areness. Perhaps this absence of action, of proactive protection for open
space, is a response to the perception that San Diegans do not value this amenity.
H ow ever, the success of the Forest Conservation Initiative in 1993, w hich passed
w ith 65% of the vote, indicates otherw ise.57 Since the County of San Diego
Planning D epartm ent and the C ounty Board of Supervisors both exist to serve the
public, rather than the developm ent industry (the group that probably stands to
gain the m ost from poor open space protection), these entities m ust take seriously
their m andate to "facilitate the public welfare" through the protection of open
space resources.

A P lan n ing Crossroads
G eneral plans have the unfortunate role of being all things to all people.
They m u st provide for the future grow th of the com m unity w hile ensuring the
protection of natural, hum an, and cultural resources; they m ust use the values
and inform ation of the present to project w hat will hap p en in the years to come.

56County of San Diego, General Plan Part I: Open Space Element, 21.
57Gogek, "Prop. C should be an eye-opener for county."

These are tall orders, and often conflict w ith one another. H ow ever, throughout
C alifornia, com m unities have renovated their general plans to better protect their
resources w ith o u t com prom ising the potential for econom ic well-being. San
Diego C ounty has yet to initiate such a renovation, b u t an opportunity to do so is
fast approaching.
As m entioned in the previous chapter, the San Diego Association of
G overnm ents (SANDAG) conducts periodic regional grow th forecasts; these
forecasts m ake predictions about population grow th and land use in San Diego
C ounty. D uring the m ost recent forecast, know n as the Series 8 forecast, SANDAG
discovered that, for the first tim e in its history, local land use policies could not
accom m odate the regionw ide forecast beyond the year 2005. That is, according to
the current versions of the C ounty General Plan and the C ounty Zoning
O rdinance, San Diego will run out of "developable" land in ten years.58 The
obvious solution to this predicam ent is to revise the G eneral Plan and Zoning
O rdinance som etim e in the next few years such that they allow for the
construction of m ore homes. One of the Land Use Elem ent's goals actually
addresses this situation by encouraging the developm ent of hom es in the rural
p arts of the county: "Assist the private sector in the provision of sufficient housing
u n its in the unincorporated area to accom m odate regional population
projections...."59
A lthough it is uncertain exactly w hat changes w ill be m ade to the county's
planning tools to m eet the needs of an expanding population, it is clear that
changes m ust be m ade. San Diego has always had a tendency to grow outw ards,
aw ay from the county's core urban areas, so there is cause for concern that any
changes m ade to the General Plan will encourage continued low -density,

58SANDAG, memo to interested parties, dated July 29,1994. *
59County of San Diego, General Plan Part II: Regional Land Use Element, 4.
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horizontal grow th. This variety of grow th, w hen com pared w ith denser form s of
developm ent, usually consum es m ore w ater, a resource in, increasingly short
supply, and m ore wildlife habitat, a resource that is already severely com prom ised.
Instead of allow ing recent history to repeat itself, the county governm ent is in a
unique position to try a new approach to land use planning that is at once rational
and ecologically grounded.
This new approach could incorporate an understanding th at no
com m unity, n o t even an innovative hum an one, can live beyond its m eans
indefinitely. W ith this understanding, the county could re-zone its residential
areas to accom m odate denser developm ent, rather than directing new
developm ent onto currently "vacant" lands. A new approach to land use
p lanning w ould m ean drafting and adopting m eaningful zoning designations that
actively discourage developm ent throughout' the county, especially in areas that
are presently subdivision-free. In short, a new approach w ould entail a shifting of
priorities, w herein the requirem ents of non-hum an entities - land, w ater, wildlife
- are placed on p ar w ith those of hum ans.
San Diego County has just arrived at a very interesting place in its history.
W ith the pending planning changes that will soon need to be m ade, the region can
op t for one of tw o forks in an almost literal road. One leads to a place that looks a
/

lot like Los Angeles. The other leads to a less certain destination, as that road has
n o t yet been traveled. This second fork m ay prove the m ore challenging of the
tw o, as it is uncharted territory, but it could also bring San Diego to a m ore livable,
rational future. It now rem ains to be seen w hat will actually happen.

CHAPTER FOUR:
A CRITIQUE OF THE TOOLS (II): WATER PLANNING
"There it is. Take it."
- W illiam M ulholland, head of the Los A n g eles W ater C om pany,
u p on the op en in g o f the O w en s V alley A q u ed u ct in 1913.1

W ith few exceptions, the w estern third of the U nited States is a very dry place.
C onsequently, m any of the W est’s large urban and agricultural areas are m ade
possible only by im porting w ater from w etter regions. This is certainly the case
th ro u g h o u t California: The state's three m ajor m etropolitan areas (San Francisco,
Los Angeles, and San Diego) and its largest agricultural com m unities (the
Sacram ento, San Joaquin, Coachella, and Im perial valleys) all rely heavily upon
im ported w ater. This reliance has created an enorm ously complex and bureaucratic
system of w ater m anagem ent and planning - a system that w eaves together federal,
state, county, local, and private agencies into a fabric that blankets the state.
This fabric touches u p o n alm ost everything th at happens in California. The
w ays in w hich w ater is "allocated" - that is, the m eans by w hich hum ans distribute
a resource they m istakenly believe they have unlim ited access to - affects the size of
cities, the success of farms, the comfort of people, and the integrity of wildlife
habitat. Indeed, w ater and its m anagem ent are intim ately related to land and its
m anagem ent, yet m ore often than not, these tw o disciplines are dealt w ith
separately. In the previous chapter, a discussion of San Diego's C ounty General Plan
suggested that land use planners there have paid insufficient attention to the link
betw een land use and w ater. H ere, a look at San Diego's w ater planning efforts,
p articularly on the behalf of the County W ater A uthority (CWA), will reveal that
this connection is only partly recognized by w ater planning agencies as w ell., The
docum ents discussed below focus prim arily on accom m odation of people's w ater-

1William Kahrl, et al., The California Water Atlas (Sacramento, CA: The Stiate of
California, 1979), 40.
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based needs, while they tend to gloss over the larger issues of consum ption
reduction and the significance of non-hum an uses of w ater. In this respect, San
Diego's regional w ater planning, like its land use planning, lacks rationality; it
refuses to advance the Donella M eadow s' concept of "enough" (in this case, enough
consum ption of im ported water), and does not adequately address the role of
ecological factors in the planning process.

W ater P lan n in g in San Diego: The C ounty W ater A uthority
T hroughout California, the day-to-day m anagem ent of w ater is overseen by
m ore th an 3,700 public and private agencies. These, agencies all have authority over
som e aspect of .w ater supply, delivery, use, and treatm ent.2 In San Diego County,
the agency in charge of delivering, storing, and treating w ater is the San Diego
C ounty W ater A uthority (CWA). The CWA, w hich w as organized in 1944 as a
public agency, has as its stated mission, "To provide a safe, reliable supply of w ater
for the San Diego region."3 It pursues this m ission through its relationship w ith the
M etropolitan W ater District of Los Angeles (MWD), from w hich the CWA receives
about 90% of San Diego's water. The CWA takes delivery of w ater from MWD just
south of the Riverside-San Diego C ounty line, and transports it through five largediam eter pipelines to 23 retail w ater agencies in San Diego C ounty.4
The CWA is not in the business of acquiring w ater so m uch as it is
»

responsible for ensuring that the MWD delivers sufficient quantities of w ater to San
Diego. In som e respects, CWA is at the m ercy of MWD; San Diego's w ater supply is
/

only as reliable as MWD's supply. In times of shortage, agencies that depend upon
MWD, like CWA, tend to suffer a greater loss of supply.5 But generally, MWD aims

2Kahrl,ef al., California Water Atlas ,63.
3Lester Snow, "Agency's role expands to meet region's needs," WaterTalk 7 (Summer 1994): 2.
4San Diego CWA, FACT Sheet. 1994-1995.
5San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, November 1993.
4
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to provide its service area (which includes 16 m illion people in six counties) w ith
"adequate and reliable supplies of high quality w ater to m eet present and future
needs in an environm entally and econom ically responsible w ay."6 A t present, this
goal is achieved through tw o m ajor avenues, neither of w hich are particularly
environm entally responsible: the State W ater Project, w hich pum ps w ater from the
Sacram ento-San Joaquin River Delta to Southern California via the California
A queduct; and MW D's Colorado River A queduct, w hich pum ps C olorado River
w ater from Lake H avasu in N evada to Lake Skinner, 242 miles aw ay in Riverside
C ounty.7 Between these tw o sources, MWD is able to supply San Diego C ounty w ith
about 400,000 acre-feet per year. In 1990/ CWA set a San Diego w ater record by
im porting 647,000 acre-feet in one year alone.8 The drought of the early '90s forced
all of Southern California to curtail its w ater consum ption; in 1994, San Diegans
used 413,000 acre-feet of w ater im ported from MWD.9
Even though w ater shortages have inspired CWA and its w ater districts to
em ploy conservation m easures, San Diego consum es an enorm ous am ount of
im ported w ater. H ow ever, this M W D-supplied w ater, w hile not presently in danger
of being drastically reduced, is also not as plentiful or reliable as once assum ed.
M ost of San Diego's physical grow th over the past 50 years has been fueled by the
presence of im ported w ater; assum ptions about the future of the region's grow th are
sim ilarly based upon sufficient quantities of clean, potable w ater - supplied, of
*

'

course, by MWD. M eanwhile, MWD's traditional w ater supplies seem to be
shrinking. C urrently, MWD annual entitlem ent to C olorado River w ater is about
1.39 m illion acre-feet. A 1964 Suprem e C ourt decision (Arizona v. California )
lim ited California's annual diversions from the C olorado to 4.4 m illion acre-feet,
6Ibid., 23.
7San Diego CWA, FACT Sheet. 1994-1995.
8Ibid., 23.
.
'
9Lee Wilier, Water Resources Planner with San Diego County Water Authority, pers. comm.,
April 20, 1995.
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> leaving MW D w ith approxim ately 550,000 acre-feet per year - less than half of w hat
u rb an Southern California is accustom ed to. This reduction will go into effect as
\
soon as A rizona decides to divert w hat the courts have deem ed to be its full share of
C olorado River w ater.10 MWD m ay also receive less w ater from the State W ater
Project, w here w ater pum ping is being restricted to, provide m ore intact wildlife
h ab itat in the Sacramento-San Joaquin River D elta.11 Similarly, due to a recent law
su it b ro ugh t against Los Angeles by environm ental groups regarding the soaring
salinity of M ono Lake, MW D’s entitlem ent to M ono Basin w ater has d ropped from
415,000 acre-feet annually to ,295,000 acre-feet.12
These reductions, coupled w ith severe d rought conditions, are m aking CWA
rath er nervous about the future of its w ater supplies. As m entioned in C hapter
Two, San Diego's population predictions show no sign of tapering off betw een now
and 2015; as the region adds upw ards of one million m ore residents, CWA will need
to bolster its current m unicipal and industrial w ater supplies. Yet, judging from the
!

status of MWD w ater, CWA m ay not be able to rely upon Los Angeles as it has in
the past. Indeed, according to CW A’s W ater Resources Plan (1993), a report detailing
various w ater resource options for the San Diego region, one of CW A's prim ary
goals in the next decade is to increase the reliability and quantity of local supplies.
But, as the report states, "even after undertaking an am bitious effort to develop local
supplies, the A uthority will continue to be dependent upon MWD for a substantial
portion of its total w ater needs."13 Thus, CWA has a dual m ission for the 21st
,\

century: To decrease its reliance on im ported w ater, and to increase the reliability of
, its im ported w ater.

f ,

10San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, 25; Kahrl, et al., California Water Atlas. 45.
11San Diego CWA, "Fact Sheet 2," photocopy.
12San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, 30.
13Ibid., 3.
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For the m ost part, these goals are compatible. Both require im plem entation
of conservation m easures and exploration of heretofore "u n tap p ed " resources.
H ow ever, there are- levels on w hich they appear to clash. T hroughout the W ater
Resources Plan, developm ent of local resources and conservation are regarded as
the best m eans to reduce reliance upon MWD w ater. But, as the Plan explains,, such
I

efforts can negatively im pact the security of future MWD supplies:
O ne d isin cen tive to the d evelop m en t of local su p p lies is the effect the
■ n e w su p p ly has on the allocation o f w ater from M W D during shortages.
D evelop m en t of local su pp lies b y a m em ber agency w h ich are u tilized
annually have the effect of low ering the agen cy’s baseline d em and for
w ater from M W D...The m ore dep en d en t an agency is u p o n M W D, the
less in cen tive there is to d evelop local su p p lies d u e to both the cost and
the effect u p o n w ater su p p lies to that agency during a shortage.14

As MWD policy currently reads, an agency like CWA, w hich is 90% reliant
u p o n MWD for w ater, potentially stands to lose w ater should it opt to become more
self-sufficient; this is especially true in tim es of drought, w hen CWA w ould m ost
likely require a greater proportion of im ported w ater to offset local, drought-induced
shortages. This brand of reasoning - "use it or lose it" - is rem iniscent of m any
bureaucratic budgeting systems: The m ore efficient and thrifty an agency is, the
few er resources it will receive in the next budget cycle. Such a dynam ic creates
incentive to waste; in the case of San Diego's w ater, there is little room for waste.
Despite this supply-and-dem and Catch-22, CWA is clearly interested in
strengthening and diversifying its local w ater sources. Perhaps the agency is aware
that, threats of reduced im ports notw ithstanding, San Diego m ust begin to look
elsew here for its w ater besides distant, beleaguered, and m u d d y rivers. How ever,
m any of CW A's plans for fulfilling its m ission of reduced MWD reliance are as
irrational and potentially thorny as the disincentives discussed above. W ith the
exception of conservation and reclam ation m easures, m any of the plans to increase

14Ibid., 78.
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locally-generated w ater supplies show little regard for natural, biological, and
physical lim its on hu m an expansion.
CWyl's Approach to W ater Development
CWA sees three prim ary m ethods of augm enting local supplies: w aste-w ater
reclam ation, groundw ater developm ent, and desalination. Between them , the
agency hopes to increase its current supplies by 85,000 acre-feet annually by 2010.15
A lthough this quantity of w ater w ould certainly reduce the am ount needed from
MWD - and low er San Diego's reliance upon MWD from 90% to 82% - the m eans
of obtaining it are problem atic.
Of the three, reclam ation is potentially the least ,ecologically disruptive
m ethod of enhancing local w ater supplies; how ever, reclaim ed w ater faces m any
challenges from the public sector. Essentially, reclaim ed w ater is w aste-w ater that
has been extensively treated and then reused for non-potable purposes. As such, it
m u st obtain approval from regulatory and health agencies and from consum ers
w ho m ay be biased about using w hat they perceive to be "dirty" w ater. Because
m uch of San Diego's im ported w ater originates in the Colorado River, and is
characterized by high levels of dissolved salts, one of the m ajor concerns regarding
reclaim ed w ater is its salt content. Due to the presence of salts and other substances,
w ater quality regulations under the federal Clean W ater Act could severely restrict
the use of reclam ation as a m eans of augm enting groundw ater basins or other local
w ater sources.16 Perhaps even m ore daunting to CWA's w ater reclam ation efforts
than regulatory and public disapproval is a general lack of funding. As a result of
these various restrictions, CWA has halved its "established goal of 100,000 acre-feet
•

per year of beneficial reuse by the year 2010," and is now aim ing for 50,000 acre-feet
of reclaim ed w ater annually in 2010.17
15Ibid., 4.
16Ibid., 42.
17Ibid., 43.

,
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Even considering the obstacles involved, reclaim ed w ater m ay be am ong the
m ost realistic and .prom ising approaches to securing m ore w ater for San Diego.
G roundw ater developm ent is lim ited not by funding constraints or’ h um an
perceptions (variables w hich are presum ably som ew hat flexible), but. by a real dearth
of usable w ater. The natural geology of the region - m assive fractured crystalline
rock structures - is not conducive to groundw ater accum ulation, except in certain
fractures. Furtherm ore, m ost of the higher quality basins in San Diego C ounty have
already been fully developed, w hile others have been overdrafted and now suffer
from w ater quality problem s.18 Nonetheless, CWA appears poised to m ake use of
all possible groundw ater resources: "A lthough the potential is lim ited, groundw ater
resources can be developed to provide an additional increm ent of supply for the
reg io n ."19 N ow here in its W ater Resources Plan does CWA acknow ledge the
ecological significance of intact groundw ater reserves. Similarly, the problem s
associated w ith groundw ater overdraft that the Plan identifies concern w ater quality
and the "usability" of groundw ater, and not the im pacts of low ered w ater tables
u p o n vegetation and soil com m unities.
Ecological considerations do crop up in CWA's discussion of desalination, the
th ird preferred m ethod of decreasing San Diego's reliance on MWD water; in fact,
these concerns m ay prevent desalination from becom ing the w ave of the future.
D esalination - the separation'of w ater from dissolved im purities - is often
»
identified as the "ultim ate solution to...Southern Californians w ater problem s."20
H ow ever, the process by w hich seaw ater is transform ed into drinking w ater is a
space- and resource-intensive one. First, desalination plants require large parcels of
land in order to yield a suitable quantity of w ater for a region the size of San Diego.
Such parcels, especially along the coast, w here a desalination p lant w ould m ost
18Ibid., 22.
19Ibid., 45.
20Ibid., 52.
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likely be sited, are rare, expensive, and w ell-protected.21 Second, desalination
processes use large am ounts of heat, and therefore need to be conducted near a
p ow er source. But given California's strict air quality regulations and restrictions
im posed by the federal Clean Air Act, "it is virtually certain that no new large-scale
pow er plants will be located in San Diego's air basin."22 Third, questions regarding
*

the disposal of desalination by-products, nam ely large am ounts of brine, have yet to
be resolved. CWA studies have looked into the feasibility of dum ping brine off
shore, b u t it is unclear w hat the effects of this disposal m ethod w ould be. Overall,
CWA adm its' th at w hile desalination appears to be a viable m eans of m eeting San
> Diego's future w ater needs, in reality it m ay be practically difficult and
environm entally destructive to im plem ent. By 2010, CWA envisions about 20,000
t

acre-feet of desalinated seaw ater in use to augm ent other supplies23 - a sm all
am ount relative to the region's projected annual dem and of 832,000 acre-feet.24
The Trouble w ith UseTrahsfers

A nother, potentially m ore feasible approach to im proving supply reliability is
the use of w ater transfers. CWA defines w ater transfers as "a variety of transactions
reallocating w ater supplies, which...have already been developed and are being used.
These transactions generally involve a shift of use of [excess] w ater from relatively
low -value use, usually an agricultural use, to a higher value use, usually m unicipal ‘

21Elaine Moss, ed., Land Use Controls in theU nited States (New York: The Dial Press/James
Wade, 1977), 263.
22San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, 52.
23Ibid., 53.
24According to CWA, one way of overcoming obstacles to desalination posed by U.S.
environmental regulations is to build a plant in Mexico. According to the Water Resources Plan,
"In 1991, the Authority...participated in a study which examined the feasibility of'building a
large power plant and desalination plant in Northern Baja, Mexico. Mexico was chosen as the
possible location because less time would have been required for permitting than if the plant
were to be constructed in southern California" (52). Indeed, the permitting process would take
less time because Mexico imposes far fewer and less stringent regulations than the U.S. on
projects of this kind. Currently, plans to construct a Mexican desalination plant are on hold due '
to economic considerations. However, should the funds become available, there seems to be
little that might halt such a project.

66
and in d ustrial."25 Supporters of w ater transfers regard them as an economically
sound and ecologically sustainable w ay of augm enting u rban w ater supplies, as
transfers do not require that new w ater diversion projects, nam ely dam s, be
constructed. In Overtapped Oasis (1990), the authors extol the environm ental
benefits of w ater transfers:
?

The prom ise o f m ore w ild rivers preserved is just one o f the environm ental
benefits of w ater m arketing. Fallow agricultural lan d s can revert to native
grasslands or w etlan d s, letting natural flora and fauna repropogate....Since
cities con su m p tively u se less w ater, per acre-foot w ith d raw n , than irrigated
agriculture, major transfers of water to urban users could create m ore
reliable flow s for fish, w ild life, and recreation....26

A ccording to proponents of this m ethod, w ater transfers can do no wrong.'
But opponents w ould argue differently. As far as the above boons 'are concerned,
there is a flipside to each: The m ost viable dam sites in California already have a
dam in place, a situation w hich reduces the chances of m ore dam construction;
sim ilarly, the billions of dollars necessary for dam projects are h ard er to come by
/

th an in previous decades 27 Thus, even w ithout w ater transfers, California does not
appear to be in danger of sacrificing m ore of its w ild rivers. Fallow agricultural
lands do indeed stand a chance of reverting to their pre-settlem ent state, but they
also stand a chance of turning into suburbs - a scenario that w ould truly defeat
w ater transfers' environm ental rationale. Finally, the assum ption th at urban w ater
uses leave m ore instream flow for fish and wildlife than does agriculture ignores
w h at is perhaps the m ost com pelling approach to utilizing "excess" w ater - leaving
it in rivers. Indeed, the best w ay to provide m ore w ater for salmon, w aterfow l, and
other non-hum an beasts is to divert less of it to begin with.
From an economic perspective, w ater transfers benefit som e w hile hurting
others. U rban areas probably stand to gain the m ost, as they w ould receive new

25San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, 54.
26Reisner and Bates, Overtapped Oasis. 58-59.
27Reisner, Cadillac Desert.
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w ater supplies w ithout the expenditure associated w ith new w ater projects; all of the
necessary infrastrucutre - aqueducts, canals, pipelines - is already in place.28
Farm ers w ho op t to sell their w ater fights m ay also gain financially: "Since growers'
w ater costs seldom exceed $100 acre/foot, shifting from supplying cities w ith food to
supplying them w ith w ater can be very profitable."29 H ow ever, critics of w ater
transfers have expressed concern that transfers could have negative effects on the
overall econom ies of farm com m unities that choose to engage in large-scale w ater
trades. A study on w ater transfers conducted by the N ational A cadem y of Sciences
concluded that "w here production in irrigated agriculture is reduced because of
w ater transfers, the farm ers that rem ain m ay be insufficient to su p p o rt som e or all
of the local packing-houses and seed, fertilizer, and m achinery distributors...[so] the
_ com m unity becom es less prosperous."30 This conclusion constitutes one argum ent
for p u sh ing w ater conservation over land fallowing. Generally, the form er
technique has urban areas paying for on-farm conservation m easures, and then
utilizing the conserved water; the latter involves an urban area pay in g farm ers not
to grow crops, and then utilizing the w ould-be agricultural w ater.31
W hile w ater transfers are indeed a controversial topic in California, they are
slow ly gaining w ider acceptance throughout the state, particularly w ithin the
federally-adm inistered Central Valley Project (there is still no state legislation
sanctioning w ater transfers; Assembly Bill 97, the last legislative effort to legalize
w ater transfers at the state level, died in the California Senate in 199332). As

'

28Ibid., 58; Ralph Abascal of California Rural Legal Assistance, letter to Assemblyman
Dominic Cortese, dated July 8, 1993.
29Ralph Abascal, "Central Valley politicians sleep while the Senate swiftly m oves to
transplant the Valley's heart, its water, to urban California," press release dated July 8, 1993.
30National Academy of Sciences, Water Transfers in the West: Equity. Efficiency, and the
Environment. 1992: 47, quoted in a letter from Ralph Abascal and William Hoerger to
Assemblyman Dominic Cortese, dated July 8,1993.
31Diringer, Elliot, "Water Sales' Flip Side - Local Economic Fallout," San Francisco.Chronicle,
June 7,1993.
32William Hoerger of California Rural Assistance League, pers. comm., March 6,1995.

transfers find their w ay into various urban w ater m anagem ent plans, like CWA's
W ater Resources Plan, a crucial question goes unansw ered: Is it reasonable that
C alifornian cities should continue to expand exponentially, courtesy of agricultural
water? Of course, this question yields its share of controversy as well. Nonetheless,
it appears that w ater transfers carry w ith them an implicit assum ption that it is
acceptable, or at least inevitable, for cities to keep on growing. H ow ever, this
approach to urban w ater shortage problem s, w hile certainly m ore innovative and
thought-provoking than the traditional dam -and-divert approach, can really only
serve as a tem porary m itigation m easure. As w ater transfers enable cities to grow
larger, m unicipal w ater dem and will intensify even further, creating ever m ore
dependence u p o n agricultural water. Such a cycle could conceivably result in urban '
mega-com plexes that consum e land alm ost as quickly as w ater, and a depressed
agriculture industry that finds it can turn a better profit from selling w ater than
selling food.

'

Perhaps the m ost ironic aspect of w ater transfers is that they are predicated on
the notion of excess w ater. In truth, though, there is no such thing as "excess
w ater." All w ater, before it is "reclaim ed" by dam s or diverted by canals, serves
perfectly viable, indispensable purposes: It feeds vegetation, it provides habitat for
fish and wildlife, it regulates local climates, it creates and m aintains hydrogeologic
balances, and it sustains all life - am ong other things. That hum ans place their ow n
consum ptive needs above non-anthropocentric uses of w ater is, of course, arrogant.
It is also to be expected. A less predictable course of action w ould involve returning
excess w ater (in this case, agricultural w ater that is not needed for crop production in
a given grow ing season.) to its highest use - rivers, lakes, w etlands, and w atersheds.
As m entioned above, the practice of w ater transfers is not yet in full sw ing in
California. Only a few 'trades have transpired, w ith MWD playing a key role in at
least tw o large-scale transactions. In fact, MWD is currently collaborating w ith
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California legislators on drafting a new w ater transfer bill to pick up w here AB 97
left off tw o years ago.33 CWA's role in w ater transfers is understandably m ore
passive than MWD's; CWA sum m arizes its stance this way: "As long as MWD
aggressively and successfully pursues supplying m em ber agency dem ands, there are
no sound econom ic reasons for unilateral action to secure independent long-term
im ported w ater supplies."34 Despite this statem ent, San Diego's m ayor, Susan
Golding, recently asked the city's ten delegates to the CWA board of directors to urge
CWA tow ards conducting w ater transfers w ith Central Valley Farm ers,
independently of MWD. CWA's chairperson, Mike Leach, "praised G olding's
initiative as one th at fits in w ith the authority's long-range planning."35 The results
of this initiative have yet to unfold, b u t it seems clear that San Diego C ounty is
interested in w atering its law ns w ith C entral Valley irrigation w ater.
Is Conservation the Key?

The m ethods of augm enting San Diego's w ater discussed above' all share a
com m on trait - they allow San Diegans to ignore the fact that w ater is actually
extrem ely scarce in Southern California. Reclamation, desalination, groundw ater
developm ent, and w ater transfers all focus on acquiring m ore of a strap p ed resource;
they d o n 't speak to the possibility of using less. Conservation, on the other hand, is
the only m eans of im proving supply reliability that involves a reduction in
consum ption from the outset. This reduction is closely related to how land is used.
For exam ple, as noted in C hapter Two, m ulti-fam ily housing units tend to consum e
less w ater than single family homes; similarly, certain kinds of agriculture require
less w ater than others. CWA is, of course, aw are of this relationship betw een land
and water; how ever, as it is not a land use planning agency, CWA is not at liberty to

33Ibid.
34San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, 58.
35Steve LaRue, "Golding urges area to deal for its own emergency water supply," San Diego
Union-Tribuhe. November 2 i , 1994, B-6.
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m ake policy recom m endations to San Diego County concerning land use decisions.
Similarly, the C ounty of San Diego has lim ited control over major w ater facilities.36
The fact that these tw o public endeavors, land use planning and w ater planning, are
usually conducted separately from one another - particularly in the areas served by
im ported w ater - presents an obstacle to intelligent, ecologically-based planning.
To its credit, CWA is financially and practically com m itted to incorporating
conservation m easures into its overall w ater resources plan. A range of w ater use
efficiency program s, such as conservation rebates and leak detection, help CWA cut
d o w n on w asted w ater; CWA has im plem ented all sixteen Best M anagem ent
Practices outlined by the State W ater Resources Control Board.37 By 2010, the
A uthority hopes to conserve about 70,000 acre-feet p er year. W hile this is not an
insignificant am ount of w ater, it will not offset the additional 200,000 acre-feet per
year th at CWA predicts its service area will consum e in 2010.38 Since, as CWA's
I»

W ater Resources Plan indicates, this increase in dem and m ay be difficult to m eet
w ith current resources being w hat they are, it is w orthw hile to consider the viability
of m ore innovative conservation m easures. This is w here land use planning comes
into play.
According to CWA's projections for the next 15 years, single family dwellings
will consum e the m ajority of San Diego's im ported w ater; of the 832,000 acre-feet
dem and that CWA predicts, for 2010, almost half, or 397,000 acre-feet, is ear-m arked
for single fam ily hom es.39 This sum is m ore than twice the dem and of the next
i

largest category, m ulti-fam ily residences. The dom inance of singte family
consum ption in CWA's dem and projections has m uch to do w ith the general
preponderance - present and future - of single family dwellings in the San Diego

36County of San Diego, General Plan Part X: Conservation Element, December 1975,19.
37San Diego County Water Authority, Water Resources Plan, 36.
38Ibid„ 16.
*
39Ibid., 16.
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region. It also has to do w ith landscaping: "Single family residences generally
i

.

*

contain larger landscaped areas...and require m ore w ater for outdoor application in
com parison to other types of housing."40 In short, the best w ay to conserve truly
significant am ounts of im ported w ater, and thus reduce San Diego's reliance upon
MW D .im ports, is to alter the com position of the region's housing stock. But
CW A's m ission is m erely to ensure the availability of an adequate w ater supply, not
to influence land use decisions. Once w ater consum ption is accurately view ed as a
factor of land usage, the bureaucratic separation of these planning efforts, appears
irrational and contrived.
In order for San Diego to avoid a true w ater crisis, the county should perform
a m arriage of w ater and land planning. Such a union w ould involve som e
restructuring of both CWA and the San Diego C ounty D epartm ent of Planning and
►

Land Use. A lthough this m ay seem a daunting task, a planning precedent exists that
could possibly offer som e guidance. Chapter 7 of the San Diego C ounty Code is
know n as the San Diego County G roundw ater O rdinance, and it is the only county
planning policy that attem pts to lim it hum an activity based upon the shortage of a
vital resource.

T he C ounty G roundw ater O rdinance: A G ood Example?
In October 1991, the San Diego C ounty Board of Supervisors approved and
adopted a groundw ater ordinance for the eastern tw o-thirds of the county. This
portion of San Diego, w hich lies outside the service area of the C ounty W ater
A uthority, relies alm ost exclusively on g ro u n d w a te r resources. The G roundw ater
O rdinance w as drafted upon the realization that "groundw ater reserves and annual
replenishm ent are significantly less than previously considered,"41 and that recent

40Ibid„ 12.
41County of San Diego, Regional Growth Management Plan, June 1978, Appendix V, 1.
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developm ent pressures in unincorporated San Diego C ounty w ould likely degrade
g ro u n d w ater basins in the absence of appropriate restrictions.42 Thus, the ordinance
*

has the pu rp o se of establishing "regulations for the protection, preservation, and
m aintenance of this resource"43 - a purpose that bears directly on land use. In fact,
the county's G roundw ater Policy, w hich in 1978 laid the groundw ork for the
ensuing ordinance, reads, "The Board of Supervisors recognizes the need to
fo rm u late land use policies based on long-term groundwater conditions w hich
could serve as the guide for establishing m axim um densities of the ru ral foothills,
\'
m ountains, and desert regions of San Diego County...."44
The heart of the G roundw ater O rdinance is the groundw ater investigation.
The county, w hich in this case is represented by the director of the D epartm ent of
Planning and Land Use, will only approve subdivision and other developm ent
applications if a groundw ater investigation finds that "groundw ater resources are
adequate to m eet the groundw ater dem ands of the project."45 If the application in
question is for a large scale, w ater intensive project, such as a golf resort, the
investigation m ust determ ine w hether the groundw ater basin is capable of
su p p o rting both the project and the entire basin "if developed to the m axim um
density and intensity perm itted by the general plan."46 Presum ably, if the
investigation yields negative results, the project w ill be denied - even if the general
plan indicates that the project is feasible based purely on zoning considerations.
O ther w ater-based restrictions im posed by the G roundw ater O rdinance are
residential density controls and well tests. Density controls restrict m inim um lot
sizes based u p o n the average annual precipitation in a given area. For exam ple, if a

^Board of Supervisors of the County of San Diego, Ordinance No. 7994 (Groundwater
Ordinance), 1.
43Ibid., 1.
^C ounty of San Diego, Regional Growth Management Plan, Appendix V, 1 (emphasis added).
45Board of Supervisors of the County of San Diego, Groundwater Ordinance, 6.

46Ibid., 2.
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tract of land receives less than nine inches of rain per year, and does not fall w ithin
a w ater service agency's boundaries, the m inim um lot size (that is, the sm allest
portions the tract can by subdivided into, w ith a single fam ily hom e occupying each
portion) w ould be 20 acres. The lot size decreases as annual precipitation increases;
an area receiving m ore than 21 inches of rain can be subdivided into 4-acre lots.
These lot sizes refer to the num ber of acres needed for replenishing half an acre-foot
of g roundw ater p er year.47 Well tests can be adm inistered in conjunction w ith
density controls, and consist of testing a representative num ber of lots, usually 10%
\

*

of the total num ber of proposed lots, for the presence of a reliable well site. The
G roundw ater O rdinance calls for testing on lots "w hich appear to have the least
access to a viable groundw ater supply," in order to avoid or predict a worst-case
g ro u n d w ater scenario.48
These tw o efforts, along w ith the larger-scale groundw ater investigations, are
designed to prevent irreversible groundw ater overdraft and degradation. And
because groundw ater resources are som ew hat scarce in rural San Diego County,
these efforts m ay also serve as a m eans of restricting developm ent. Thus far,
•however, the ordinance has done little to actually prevent developm ent. Thanks to
inaccurate groundw ater data, som e large subdivisions w ere approved and built, b u t
are now running low on w ater.49 This is especially true of the area around Borrego
/

Springs, in the northeastern p a rt of the county. Borrego Springs and the
su rro u n d in g valley have bepn subject to heavy developm ent pressures for the past
decade or so; som e have referred to this area as the next Palm Springs.
C onsequently, the w orst overdraft situation in the county exists in Borrego Valley,

47Ibid., 5.
48Ibid., 6.
49Eric Gibson, Assistant Groundwater Engineer with San Diego County Department of Planning
and Land Use, pers. comm., November 21,1994.
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and the county now handles developm ent applications there w ith extrem e
- cau tio n .50
In addition to suffering from bouts of inaccurate data, the G roundw ater
O rdinance also contains som e exem ptions. Proposed subdivisions w ith less than
four lots are generally not required to com ply w ith the G roundw ater O rdinance.
W hile four lots does not a suburb m ake, this exem ption can have detrim ental
effects if several such subdivisions are strung together in a piecem eal fashion. Also,
m ost agricultural land uses are exem pt from the ordinance, as are projects that can
prove, w ith o u t a groundw ater investigation or well test, that regional groundw ater
resources are plentiful and reliable.51
A lthough the G roundw ater O rdinance provides the developm ent and
agricultural com m unities w ith som e loopholes, the concept behind the ordinance is
extrem ely forw ard-thinking: In the absence of adequate resources, hu m an
developm ent m ust be restricted. In the unincorporated area of San Diego County,
w here the scarcity of groundw ater is an accepted fact, such a concept is m erely
.

4

com m on sense.52 Yet in the w estern third of the county, the scarcity of imported
w ater is no t an accepted fact - so the concept of lim iting developm ent based on such
scarcity m ay no t strike m ost people as sensible.
MW D's aqueducts and pipelines have helped to create the illusion th at w ater
is not a rare thing in San Diego. This illusion m ay stand in the w ay of drafting
county-w ide land use policies that consider and incorporate ecological factors. But
since this is just an illusion, it can be dispelled. The task of dispelling w ill fall to
those w ho perpetuate the m yth of endless w ater - the M etropolitan W ater District,
the C ounty W ater A uthority, and the County of San Diego. To borrow from the
50Ibid.
51Board of Supervisors of the County of San Diego, Groundwater Ordinance, 7,
^C om m on sense,notwithstanding, there are, of course, political entities - fanners among them w ho would like to see the Groundwater Ordinance repealed or changed (Eric Gibson, pers.
comm., November 21,1994). ,

language of Twelve-Step recovery program s, the first step tow ards recovery is
adm itting that a problem exists. Qnce San Diego comes to term s w ith the fact that it
is addicted to im ported w ater, then it can m ove fonyard on the p ath to rational
planning. The C ounty G roundw ater Ordinance offers a glim pse of w hat this
adm ission m ight look like for the rest of the county. Even w ith its flaws and
s'

loopholes, the G roundw ater O rdinance comes closer to bio-rational planning than
any other policy, ordinance, or plan endorsed by the county of San Diego.

CHAPTER FIVE: BIO-RATIONAL PLANNING
Simple ain't easy.
- Thelonius Monk
The previous chapters have described San Diego's planning bind. The
question posed by this bind concerns how millions of people m ight live w ithout
causing the extirpation of other species, further conversion of’farm land, or
increased exploitation of distant w ater sources. The answ er appears straightforw ard
enough - San Diegans m ust decrease their dem and for w ater and land. This
decrease will be linked to slowing - and in som e cases stopping - grow th, and
im proving resource efficiency. A critical m eans of pursuing this solution is through
land use planning reform . ,
The challenges of planning reform deserve careful attention. H ow can
county-w ide planning efforts constructively alter the relationship betw een hum an
and n o n-hum an residents of San Diego? One option is the im plem entation of biorational planning - form al, institutionalized planning that is shaped by
consideration of ecological factors. Such planning w ould incorporate an
u n d erstan d in g of physical, natural lim itations into the all-too hu m an constructs of
general plans and zoning ordinances. A t its core, bio-rational planning questions
basic assum ptions, such as "there will always be enough w ater," "hum ans do not
need biodiversity," and "golf courses provide an adequate source of open space."
Bio-rational planning, and the planners that im plem ent it, m ust m ove beyond
these illusions to an acceptance of Donella M eadow s' concept of "enough."i

Bio-Rational Planning: Intelligent Approaches to Ecologically-Based Planning
^

W hat I have chosen to call bio-rational planning is not entirely new. In 1991,

S argent et al. authored a book entitled Rural Environmental Planning fo r
^Donella Meadows, The Neighborhood Works, reprinted in Utne Reader.
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Sustainable C om m unities ; the goal of ru ral environm ental p lanning is "to establish

sustainable ru ral com m unities by balancing economic developm ent and
*

environm ental protection in accord w ith the carrying capacity of the land."2 Also in
1991, the Ecological Life Systems Institute of San Diego published a case study in

Ecologically Integrated Planning (EIP), w herein EIP is defined as "a pro-active
plan n in g m ethod based on the prem ise that hum an b uilt infrastructures are
ultim ately dependent on the ecological foundation upon w hich they literally rest."3
M ore specifically, m any m unicipalities, including the county of San Diego,
recognize in their planning docum ents the presence of ecologically constrained
areas and areas of critical environm ental concern; lands subject to these
designations are generally protected from norm al developm ent pressures. In
V erm ont, Act 250 im plem ented statew ide, com prehensive planning policies, the
first of their kind in the m ainland United States. These policies, w hile not entirely
resource-abased, include grow th-restriction m easures designed to m aintain the rural
character of the state.4
A lthough m any of the ideas behind bio-rational planning have been
discussed and debated for several years in San Diego, no attem pts have been m ade,
b y the county planning comm ission or any other planning entity, to draft or
im plem ent a com prehensive, ecologically-based planning tool. This is not to say
th at San Diego is devoid of environm ental planning; how ever, the tools that are
currently used to carry out this planning - floodplain overlay zones, p ark dedication
ordinances, open space easem ents, and the like - result in inconsistent and ■

2Sargent, Frederic O., et al., Rural Environmental Planning for Sustainable Communities
(Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 1991), 3.
3Bell, Jim, et al., F.mlogirallv Integrated Planning: A Case Study (San Diego: Ecological Life
Systems Institute, 1991), iv.
4Moss, Elaine, ed., Land Use Controls in the United States (New York: The Dial Press/James
Wade, 1977), 264.
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fragm ented protection of natural resources.5 As this region enters the 21st century,
as it grow s increasingly concerned about its future w ater supplies, and as it faces a
shortage of "developable" land, San Diego is likely to find itself in need of a new,
cohesive approach to land use planning, such as bio-rational planning. Bio-rational
p lan n in g has the follow ing objectives:6
•

restriction of new construction in currently undeveloped areas; along these lines,
undeveloped lands should be designated "natural services lands," a title that
recognizes the im portance of these lands w hen they are allow ed to rem ain in a
relatively natural state;

•

adoption of a strong, preservation-m inded approach to w ildlife habitat
protection, including policies that unequivocally protect the rights of all species
to flourish, not just the rights of hum ans to live in a consum ptive or w asteful
m a n n e r;

•

restriction of landscape-intensive construction throughout the county, in the
interest of preventing unnecessary land conversion and w ater consum ption;

•

protection of agriculture, via zoning ordinances and local preferential tax
assessm ents, such that conversion of farm land to residential land is actively
discouraged or restricted;
3

•

im plem entation and enforcem ent of a county-w ide w ater-consum ption
ordinance, fashioned after the C ounty G roundw ater Ordinance, that prohibits
w ater-intensive developm ent or developm ent th at fails to m eet the m ost
stringent w ater conservation m easures.
*
These m ay appear to be lofty goals, but they are not unattainable. All of the

p lanning m echanism s required to im plem ent the above objectives already exist; the
challenge of im plem entation will stem not from the need to create new
infrastructure, b u t from the process of incorporating new values and priorities, such
as those reflected in these goals, into old plans, policies, and ordinances. This
incorporation m ust take place in a context of hum ility and com passion. Biorational planning is, in essence, intelligent planning sim ply because it recognizes
5Environmental Development Agency, "Preliminary Open Space Element of the San Diego
County General Plan (Unincorporated Area Only)," Open Space Task Force, April 1973: 45-46.
6For specific recommendations regarding bio-rational planning’s goals, see Chapter Six,
"Conclusions and Recommendations."
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the very basic and w idely accepted notion that hum ans are p a rt of and reliant upon
th eir physical environm ent. To deny this connection betw een hum ans and the
natu ral w orld, as m any planning tools have, is self- and other-destructive. Los
Angeles, w here hum ans have gone to great lengths to transform their natural
su rroundings (thereby denying their link to these surroundings), rem ains the
forem ost exam ple of the effects of pro-developm ent planning.
A n im portant p a rt of m aking this connection betw een hum ans and non
hum ans is related to the language we use to describe the w orld around us. In San
Diego C ounty, land that has not been built upon and that is not being farm ed is
/

u sually labeled "vacant," "undeveloped," or "developable." Each of these term s
reflects a relationship betw een hum ans and land; by referring to these tracts of land
m erely as potential receptacles of future hum an developm ent, San Diegans,
specifically county planners, neglect the very vital services provided by such land in
the absence of m aster-planned subdivisions. W hen land is undeveloped, it does not
just sit there, aw aiting the first back hoe that rolls by; on the contrary, it often
su p p o rts com plex p lan t and anim al com m unities, participates in w atershed system s,
and provides people w ith aesthetic relief from a predom inantly urban landscape. If
"vacant" and "developable" lands w ere thought of as "natural service lands," a term
th at m ore accurately describes the defining characteristics of unpeopled landscapes,
the chances are greater that they will be valued in their present, unsubdivided state
rath er th an perceived as useless-until-developed.
Ideally, a biologically-based planning tool w ould challenge county residents to
question, and perhaps m odify, their assum ptions about h u m an /n o n -h u m a n
interdependencies. It m ight also ask these residents to re-think their definition of
"hom e." In 1995, m ost people characterize their com m unities in term s of
m unicipalities, such as cities, counties, school districts, >etc. These are usually
political entities, and are often delineated by artificial or arbitrary boundaries. While
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n atu ral features, like rivers or m ountain ranges, m ay divide one m unicipality from
the next, such divisions are generally not inform ed by ecological functions - for
exam ple, ecosystem dynam ics, w atersheds, or climate. W hen a com m unity begins
to define its boundaries in term s of these functions, it subscribes to a school of
th o u g h t called bio-regionalism . Proponents of bio-regionalism suggest th at this is a
m ore viable and sustainable w ay for hum ans to organize them selves, w hen
com pared w ith traditional, m unicipal delineations, as it em phasizes regional
carrying capacities and asks com m unities to m ake intelligent use of loeally-available
resources.7
Bio-rational planning m eshes well w ith this approach to com m unity
definition since it, too, stresses the im portance of a region's carrying capacities and
physical limits. The problem rem ains that, even if bio-rational planning w ere to
gain acceptance in San Diego, the county in question is still a political entity
arbitrarily carved into the southw est corner of an even larger political entity. This
situation seem s to render attem pts at true bio-regionalism null and void. Indeed,
thanks to the m eans by w hich A m ericans have opted to "divvy" u p m uch of the
N o rth A m erican continent, w idespread bio-regional delineations have a "pie in the
sky" qualify about them . Political boundaries notw ithstanding, people m ay still
learn to regard their com m unities as dependent u p o n specific and indispensable
ecological functions. A nd one m eans of fostering this kind of perspective is through
the im plem entation of ecologically-based, resource-oriented plan n in g tools. Biorational planning can play a significant role in creating a m ore grounded, less
arbitrary relationship betw een hum ans and that w hich they call hom e.

7One manifestation of bio-regionalism is an individual's or community's choice to eat food that
is locally-grown. For example, a practitioner of bio-regionalism living in western Montana
would not purchase strawberries during January, as this region's climate is incapable of
yielding strawberry crops in the winter.
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Obstacles to Bio-Rational Planning

In a vacuum , it is relatively easy to toss around term s like bio-regionalism ,
bio-rational planning, and carrying capacity. But planning does not take place in a
vacuum ; on the contrary, it is executed in a context of h u m an needs and desires,
political pow er, and economic interests. San Diego’s traditional planning tools,
such as the General Plan and the County Zoning O rdinance, tend to cater to this
context: H um an needs and desires receive top priority, w hile natural factors are
treated like second-class citizens. Similarly, these tools w ere designed w ith the
u n d erstan d in g th at land is a very valuable com m odity in Southern California, b u t
n o t because of the natural services discussed above; land in San Diego is
econom ically valuable because of its ability to be used by hum ans, w hether for
housing, industry, recreation, or agriculture. Thus, land use planning tools
generally do not have the aim of preventing land from being used; if land is not
"usable," its value decreases, w hich is considered to negatively im pact a region's
econom y. A ny land use planning tool that threatens the conventional value of
land and consequently the surrounding area's tax base, w ill probably no t be very
p opular. So, in order for som ething along the lines of bio-rational planning to gain
su p p o rt, it will be necessary to highlight the m onetary and non-m onetary value of
preserving natural services lands.
Even if individuals become convinced of the im portance of allow ing land to
rem ain in a natural state, they m ay object to the prospect of being prohibited from
dealing w ith their property as they see fit. It is likely that an ecologically-based
planning tool w ould require considerably m ore regulation than currently exists, and
as it stands, property-ow ners contend that ordinances and plans already ask them to
relinquish too m uch pow er, I recently attended a public scoping m eeting held by the
U.S. Fish and W ildlife Service in San Diego; there, I h a d the opportunity to m eet a
local land ow ner w hose property will be affected if a proposed habitat conservation
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p lan is approved.8 A bout 50% of her land falls w ithin the boundaries of the
proposed plan, and as such could be restricted from future developm ent. A lthough
this land ow ner w as also a biologist, an environm entalist, and an avid supporter of
habitat conservation, she objected to the restrictions that w ould be placed on half of
h er property; her objections related to the future m onetary value of her family's
land, as it w ould presum ably be w orth less if its developm ent w as prohibited due to
the proposed habitat conservation plan. Despite her support for the plan in general,
she felt that her family was already being "regulated to death," and that even more
plan-im posed regulations w ould be intolerable.
The property ow ner voiced her concern about restrictions, regulations, and
prohibitions as part of another thorny issue: takings. A taking occurs w hen a
governm ental body restricts the use of private property such that the property
ow ner realizes a loss of profit or incom e.9 The habitat conservation plan, if
determ ined by a court to sufficiently reduce a property’s value, could constitute a
taking, and the property ow ner w ould then be entitled to just com pensation from
the regulating governm ental body. An ecologically-based planning tool might
attract the sam e criticisms as the proposed habitat conservation plan, but to an even
greater degree, since it w ould restrict developm ent throughout the entire county.10
The chances are good that the County of San Diego lacks the resources to

8The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, in conjunction with the City and County of San Diego and
ten other municipalities in San Diego County, has prepared a draft Multi-Species Conservation
Program (MSCP) for southwestern San Diego County. The MSCP draft Environmental Impact
Statement/ Environmental Impact Report will be completed in May 1995.
9David B. Firestone and Frank C. Reed, Environmental Law for Non-Lawyers, 2nd ed. (South
Royalton, VT: SoRo Press, 1993), 121.
^Interestingly, one of the stated purposes of the MSCP is to facilitate development in
southwestern San Diego County. The MSCP provides for mitigation measures that allow
developers to incidentally "take" sensitive species and/or their habitat without entering into
protracted and expensive legal battles. A "benefit" of the program, if approved, w ill be an end
to the "development disruptions" from which San Diego is apparently suffering. See Executive
Summary of MSCP, "No Plan Alternative."
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com pensate countless land ow ners w ho w ould be able to prove that bio-rational
planning am ounts to a taking of private property.
A ddressing land ow ners' concerns about over-regulation and takings,
especially w ith respect to a biologically-based planning tool, is difficult. The
difficulty of this task stem s largely from the fact that preservation of natural
com m unities and the rational consum ption of resources - particularly scarce ones
like w ater - have little to do with turning a profit. M eanwhile, contem porary land
use planning tools and traditional ideas about land ow nership are often closely
related to m aking money. However, this dissonance is not irreconcilable: Although
bio-rational planning is prim arily concerned w ith injecting natural resource
considerations into the planning equation, it has economically viable side effects. In
short, this brand of planning is not just biologically rational, it is also financially
sensible, for reasons that are detailed below. But in order for bio-rational planning's
econom ic benefits to be realized, people - land ow ners, county com m issioners,
planners, and all other decision-m akers - m ay need to revam p their notions of
"value." As m entioned above, convention has it that land is valuable because of
w h at people can do to it. Bio-rational planning has it that land is m ore valuable
w h en people leave it alone. If this value is m ade apparent to land owners, perhaps
concerns over regulations and takings w ould fade to som e extent.

T he Boons of Bio-Rational Planning
Perhaps the forem ost goal of a biologically-based planning tool is to change
the patterns of resource-intensive spraw l that have come to characterize m any
u rb an and suburban landscapes. This goal is not a radical one; urban spraw l is
w idely thought of as undesirable, expensive, and the result of short-sighted
planning. In January 1995, Bank of America, the largest bank in California, co
produced a report that denounces spraw l as a "luxury" that California can no longer
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afford,11 Bio-rational planning can provide the m eans for reducing the costs exacted
by this luxury, through curtailing developm ent and redirecting grow th aw ay from
presently undeveloped lands. The benefits of this planning tool, considered below,
touch upon the areas of w ater resources, species diversity, ecological functions,
agriculture, San Diego County's quality of life, and social justice.
W ater Resources

In C hapter Two, San Diego's grow th patterns w ere discussed as a function of
im ported water. The chapter concluded that w ithout w ater purchased from the
M etropolitan W ater District, San Diego w ould have been unable to grow and
expand as it has. Now this region is 90% reliant upon im ported water, a resource
that is none too reliable itself. The pattern of grow th that em erged and subsequently
dom inated San Diego after World War II - urban spraw l - further perpetuates this
reliance, as low-density, single family developm ent tends to consum e m ore w ater
than other forms of residential developm ent.12 Bio-rational planning w ould limit
the construction of low-density, landscape-intensive housing; concurrently, it
w ould favor m ulti-fam ily residential developm ent and protect agricultural lands
and wildlife habitat from conversion to residential subdivisions. Although such a
shift in em phasis (tow ard higher density developm ent and preservation of
farm land an d w ildlands) has num erous benefits, one of the m ore readily apparent
advantages is a reduced reliance upon im ported w ater. In the region outside of the
County W ater A uthority's service area, this shift could strengthen the efforts of the
C ounty G roundw ater Ordinance while helping to prevent a w idespread
g ro u n d w ater overdraft situation.13
1iBank of America, et al., "Beyond Sprawl: N ew Patterns of Growth to Fit the N ew
California," January 1995, 1.
12San Diego CWA, Water Resources Plan, November 1993, 12.
13My assumption that reduced reliance upon imported water and avoidance of groundwater
overdrafts would both be perceived by San Diegans as benefits is premised on CWA's Water
Resources Plan, the San Diego County Groundwater Ordinance, and the San Diego County
General Plan.
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The relationship betw een anthropocentric land use and w ater consum ption is
fundam ental: Types of land use dictate rates of w ater consum ption. H ow ever, San
Diego C ounty's current planning m echanism s seem unw illing to recognize this
connection. Until county planners m ake an effort to regulate land usage in the
context of w ater consum ption, San Diego will continue in the p lanning tradition of
the past several decades - a tradition which has not adequately considered w ater
scarcity. Indeed, thanks to im ported w ater, the San Diego region has had little cause
for concern regarding w ater scarcity. Bio-rational planning w ould break from this
tradition in a few ways. On a conceptual level, it w ould reject the complacency that
is engendered by im ported water; it w ould officially acknowledge the fact that
im ported w ater creates an unfortunate illusion of plenty, and that San Diego's
contribution to the degradation or elim ination of m any W estern w atersheds and
river system s (due to the infrastructure and processes associated w ith im ported
w ater) can no longer be ignored. However, because San Diego C ounty is hom e to 2.6
million people, w ith another million slated for arrival during the next 20 years,
im ported w ater is a fact of life. Barring a devastating and contagious disease or other
form of obliteration, San Diego's population will always be heavily dependent upon
im ported w ater. The objective at this point in history m ust be to keep that
dependence to a m inim um .
On a practical level, bio-rational planning w ould break from tradition by
m andating land use practices that are as w ater-conservative as possible. These
practices, w hich are detailed in the following chapter, w ould reflect the
u n d erstan d in g that w ater and land are not separate and that their anthropocentric
uses cannot be planned independently of one another. W ith this understanding,
these lan d use practices w ould include lim iting all forms of com m ercial and

Resources Plan, the San Diego County Groundwater Ordinance, and the San Diego County
General Plan.
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residential developm ent, especially low -density single fam ily dwellings; requiring
the use of w ater conservation techniques and technology in both the private and
public sectors; and, in the agricultural arena, prom oting the cultivation of the least
w ater-intensive crops possible.14 Essentially, bio-rational planning's pragm atic
objective, w ith respect to w ater resources, is to reduce the county's w ater
consum ption rates through forw ard-thinking land use planning. In the case of
groundw ater, this lowered dem and w ould allow m ore w ater to rem ain in aquifers
and underground basins. It w ould also aid in the m aintenance of soil m oisture.
Soil's w ater content is one of the factors affecting populations of soil m icro
organism s; these m icro-organism s provide the key to healthy, fertile soils. Thus, if
groundw ater basins are carefully m anaged to ensure that anthropocentric uses do
not reduce soil m oisture content, San Diego will likely reap the benefits of healthier
soils - a pre-requisite to both robust plant com m unities and sustainable agriculture.
In the case of im ported w ater, it is difficult to predict w hether a reduction in
San Diego's dem and w ould have any positive impacts upon the condition of the
w atersheds that currently supply Southern California. W ith 1,200 dam s in place
th ro u g h o u t C alifornia,15 one could argue that the dam age has been done and that
San Diego's efforts to cut back its w ater consum ption w ill m erely free up m ore w ater
for other urban or agricultural uses. N onetheless, if San Diego w ere to aggressively
p u rsu e a policy of responsible, rational w ater use, coupled w ith land use planning
th at acknow ledges physical limits, the county w ould, at the very least, set a
precedent for a p a rt of the w orld that is notorious for its very irrationality. A nd at

14A s it stands, San Diego County's agricultural industry is considered to be 85% efficient, an
efficiency level thought to be the highest in the world. This is largely due to the use of
innovative conservation measures, namely drip irrigation systems (CIC Research, "An
Agricultural Water-Use Profile of San Diego County," August 1993,14). Presumably, the
cultivation of non-water-intensive plants would raise San Diego’s efficiency level even higher.
15Reisner, Marc, Cadillac Desert (New York: Viking Penguin, Inc., 1986), 333.
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best, San Diego C ounty could w ork tow ards passing state-w ide legislation which
ensures the use of conserved w ater to m aintain instream flows.
Species Diversity

The prim ary cause of species extinction, extirpation, and decline in Southern
California is habitat loss, and the prim ary cause of habitat loss is developm ent.16 In
San Diego C ounty, m any "native vegetation com m unities have experienced
significant losses from developm ent. As a result, San Diego County has a greater
num ber of threatened and endangered species than anyw here in the continental
U .S."17 The causal relationship here is sim ilar to the one betw een w ater
consum ption and developm ent: Just as m ore developm ent will result in increased
w ater use, m ore developm ent will also lead to increased habitat loss and perhaps
even m ore threatened and endangered species. If San Diego County's hum an
population intends to prevent the further loss and endangerm ent of the region's
plants and anim als, then the m ost direct m eans of pursuing this goal is through
stem m ing the tide of developm ent. Bio-rational planning, because it is principally
concerned w ith protection of natural resources through restriction of real estate
developm ent and land conversion, w ould play a large and significant role in the
county's efforts to reverse species loss.
That San Diego is concerned about its rank am ong m ainland U.S. counties
w ith the greatest num ber of threatened or endangered species is evidenced by the
M ultiple Species Conservation Program (MSCP), an am bitious habitat conservation
planning program for the southw est portion of San Diego County. MSCP is being
designed in conjunction w ith a M ultiple H abitat C onservation Program for the
northw est p a rt of the county and a M ultiple H abitat C onservation/O pen Space
Program for the eastern, unincorporated area. All three habitat conservation
16The City of San Diego, "Public Review Draft, Multiple Species Conservation Program Plan
Executive Summary," March 1995, 2.
17Ibid., 2.
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p lan n in g program s will supposedly m esh w ith sim ilar efforts in O range and
Riverside counties, w hile the county-level program s fit into th e larger fram ew ork of
C alifornia's N atural C om m unity C onservation Planning program .18 MSCP, which
w ill cover 581,649 acres if it is approved, is considered by planners and biologists to
be the m ost challenging of the three San Diego habitat conservation program s
because it overlaps w ith the county's m ost urbanized areas.19 If MSCP is approved,
w hich appears likely despite urban-oriented challenges, it will go into effect during
the next few years.
On the surface, MSCP looks like a good idea: Its intent is to "plan for habitat
preservation to protect [the] region's biodiversity, create an interconnected open
space system of native habitats and allow for economic developm ent."20 While
these are w orthy goals, they are goals that a well-written and responsibly-executed
general plan w ould pursue from the outset. However, because San Diego's General
Plan has, since the real estate boom of the 1970s and '80s, consistently failed to
protect biodiversity and other such necessities, a crisis situation has em erged that
apparently requires the intervention of a complex, expensive habitat conservation
program . MSCP, which would be carried out by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
California D epartm ent of Fish and Game, the County of San Diego, the City of San
Diego, and ten other local jurisdictions, w ould cost som ew here betw een $433
m illion and $751 m illion over 30 years.21 In the larger schem e of things, these are
n o t enorm ous sum s. H ow ever, they are unnecessary; if the G eneral Plan adequately
addressed biological concerns, there w ould be no need for this stop-gap measure.
Im plem entation of a bio-rational G eneral Plan w ould also require significant

18Silver, Dan, "Conservation Planning in Southern California: A Realistic View,” photocopy.
19The City of San Diego, "Public Review Draft, MSCP Plan Executive Summary," 2.

20Ibid„ 1.
21 Ibid., 10.
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financial input, b u t because such planning w ould utilize San Diego's existing
planning infrastructure, long-term costs w ould likely be less than MSCP's.
In addition to its cost and the fact that it w ould operate outside of San Diego's
planning paradigm (thereby having no im pact on the C ounty Z oning Ordinance),
MSCP w ould serve to encourage real estate developm ent. One of the program 's
three stated objectives is to "[ejnable and facilitate economic developm ent of the
region, including developm ent of public and private projects, on lands not
designated for habitat preservation."22 In its economic analysis of MSCP, the
Executive Sum m ary of the MSCP Plan states that under a No Preserve alternative
(that is, should MSCP not be im plem ented), "the region will continue to be
threatened by and experience large and persistent developm ent disruptions...."23
A pparently, the designers of MSCP value developm ent and regard lim itations on
developm ent, such as those brought about by endangered species protection, as
problem atic. This pro-developm ent stance could cause MSCP to be grow th-inducing
in the areas outside of the plan's boundaries; surely a plan that sets aside parcels of
land as wildlife preserves in an effort to facilitate the developm ent of everything
else cannot be good for biodiversity. W hen perceived in a certain light, the MSCP
plan can be construed as little m ore than a loophole that allows developers to avoid
costly endangered species litigation. The Executive Sum m ary of the MSCP Plan
phrases it this way:
The region's opportunity for economic growth hinges on new public and
private investment in capital and technology. In the absence of a regional
habitat conservation plan, businesses and investors probably would view
San Diego as a risky destination for investment dollars, given unresolved
environmental conflicts and the prospect of regulations restricting development
each time another species is listed.1^

22Ibid., 1.
23Ibid., 18.
2^Ibid., 19. (Emphasis added)
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As long as San Diego's political process is skew ed tow ard prom otion of real
estate developm ent, the region’s natural resources will rem ain at risk. Similarly, as
long as this sam e process equates ecologically-based planning efforts w ith crisis
scenarios, such as endangered species and disappearing habitat, little pro-active,
forw ard-thinking resource protection can take place. Protection of biological
resources m ust be an ingrained and perm anent p a rt of the planning process, not
m erely a panic-stricken afterthought. Bio-rational planning could provide San
Diego with an established, long-term m eans of preserving species, their habitats, and
the ecological functions w hich characterize those habitats. By directly affecting land
use planning through the General Plan and local zoning ordinances, and by refusing
to capitulate to the developm ent and construction industries, bio-rational planning
w ould likely prove a more effective tool than MSCP for the protection of
biodiversity.
G eneral Ecological F unctions

Although San Diego’s urban spraw l is often criticized for its effects on w ater
consum ption and wildlife habitat, there are several other negative im pacts
associated w ith spraw l that m ay be less obvious. Am ong these are dim inished
w atershed health, increased flooding, and increased air pollution.25 Because all of
these problem s arise in the face of poorly-planned grow th, such as urban and
suburban spraw l, a planning tool that restricts space-intensive developm ent p articularly developm ent of natural services lands - w ould assist in the protection
of San Diego's ecological functions.
Recharge areas for San Diego County's w atersheds are found alm ost
exclusively in the foothills and m ountains of the Peninsular Range, w hich cuts

2% ank of America, et al., "Beyond Sprawl: N ew Patterns of Growth to Fit the N ew
California;" Sierra Club California, "Policy Before Planning;" California Seante Office of
Research, "Managing Growth in California: A Blueprint for Economic and Environmental
Recovery," December 1993.
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across the county in a northw est to southeast fashion. These sam e foothills and
m ountains, know n as the East C ounty and N orth County East M ajor Statistical
A reas for planning purposes, have been experiencing relatively high rates of grow th
- b o th in term s of population and housing - since 1990.-26 As these areas become
m ore populated, and as m ore subdivisions spring up w here trees, shrubs, and other
vegetation once stood, the county's m ost productive w atershed w ill becom e
com prom ised. In order for a w atershed to function properly, stream s, creeks, and
lakes m ust rem ain intact; developm ent may dam age w atersheds by draining,
polluting, or otherw ise stressing these w ater bodies. Because San Diego’s
w atersheds aid in groundw ater recharge and play a key role in the cleansing and
replenishing of surface w ater, their condition comes to bear directly on the quality
and quantity of local w ater sources. This w ater is extremely valuable to both the
h u m an and non-hum an com m unities of San Diego; w atersheds should, then,
receive protection in accordance w ith their value.
One of the effects of degraded w atersheds is an increase in the frequency
a n d /o r severity of flooding. Flooding is also likely to intensify in areas that have
been heavily developed. W here perm eable soil and vegetation once absorbed
rainfall and facilitated the infiltration of w ater into the ground, developed areas
replace these functions w ith paved roads, concrete sidewalks, tiled and sloped roofs,
an d storm drains - all of w hich tend to exacerbate flooding.27 The presence of
native vegetation also helps to regulate local climates; the uprooting of plants to
m ake w ay for housing complexes m ay have subtle b u t cum ulative im pacts on
tem perature and hum idity. A lthough little can be done now about the periodic
flooding brought on by an over-abundance of pavem ent, save the unlikely
reclam ation of th at pavem ent by natural com m unities, there are m eans of
26SANDAG, "January 1 , 1994 Population and Housing Estimates," in INFQ, September-October
1994, 6.
27San Diego County General Plan, Part X: Conservation Element, December 1975,29.
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p rev en ting the situation from w orsening - nam ely, slow ing the rate of
developm ent thro u g h o u t the county.
As is evidenced by the greater Los Angeles area, a particularly detrim ental
effect of unbridled grow th is air pollution. San Diego's air quality is considerably
better th an in the airsheds to the north, b u t sm og is still an issue here; the region
exceeded state standards for ozone on 52 days in 1991, d u e to local sources.28 One of
the prim ary contributors to air pollution throughout Southern California, including
San Diego, is autom obile emissions. During the past decade, car travel in the San
Diego m etropolitan region has been increasing at a rate higher than population
g ro w th .29 Should this trend continue, and it is expected to, San Diego's airshed m ay
begin to look m ore and m ore like Los Angeles'.30 This trend is linked directly to the
trend of urban sprawl: The further away from em ploym ent and comm ercial centers
people live, the further they will need to travel, and the m ore auto em issions will
be released into the atm osphere. Com pact, higher-density developm ent can help
reverse both of these trends. A ir quality, while heavily im pacted by fossil fuel
com bustion, is also a function of vegetative ground cover. As trees, shrubs, and
o th er plants are rem oved du e to developm ent, less vegetation rem ains to perform
the crucial task of carbon dioxide uptake. Thus, as a region becomes m ore heavily
developed, air quality will likely suffer thanks to b oth increased car travel and
decreased ground cover.
Slowing the rate of developm ent in San Diego C ounty, w hile sim ultaneously
directing new construction aw ay from natural services lands, cannot repair the
ecological functions th at have already been com prom ised. H ow ever, these efforts
can help prevent future degradation of San Diego's life-sustaining system s. That

28SANDAG, "Regional Growth Management Strategy," January 1993, 13.
29Ibid., 19.
3®SANDAG has projected that metropolitan San Diego's auto traffic w ill double by 2005; Tim
Palmer, "A Great Number of People," in Tim Palmer, ed., California’s Threatened Environment
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w atersheds, vegetation, and air quality are am ong the first casualties of
m aldevelopm ent should be reason enough to change the w ay San Diego grow s and
develops. A n ecologically-based planning tool will need to recognize this an d enact
protective m easures that ensure the long-term viability of ecological functions.
Because functions associated w ith w atersheds and vegetative ground cover often
transpire in areas that m ay no t be considered constrained, sensitive, or threatened,
these m easures m ust protect natural services lands regardless of their abundance.
The benefits of intact, functional natural system s to all organism s are too great to
blindly sacrifice in the nam e of grow th, no m atter how com m onplace those systems
m ay be. How ever, considering San Diego's population projections for the next two
decades, the county will be hard pressed to im plem ent a staunch no-grow th policy.
Perhaps instead, the countv should recognize its two-fold m andate - to house
people and to m aintain ecological functions - and plan for developm ent that will
inflict the least possible harm on natural services lands.
Agriculture
A griculture can be an excellent investm ent for any com m unity, particularly
w hen it is pu rsu ed intelligently and sustainably. In San Diego C ounty, agriculture
constitutes a $1 billion dollar-per-vear industry; once indirect economic activity is
factored into the equation, San Diego's agriculture contributes $2.3 billion to the
county's econom y, or about 2.6% of total county sales.31 In addition to its m onetary
contribution, agriculture often provides the region w ith open space resources,
wildlife habitat, and a buffer betw een urban and rural com m unities. Yet for all its
benefits, agriculture currently receives little in the w ay of codified protection from
the C ounty of San Diego. As discussed in C hapter Three, the C ounty G eneral Plan
does n o t include an agriculture element; furtherm ore, agricultural preserves
31CIC Research, "An Agricultural Water-Use Profile of San Diego County," prepared for San
Diego County Water Authority, August 1993, iv; County of San Diego Department of
Agriculture, Weights and Measures, "Annual Crop Report,” 1993, 2.
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(parcels of land that are deem ed high-quality farm land) are zoned at a m inim um
parcel size of eight acres,32 an acreage that has been criticized for being too small to
su p p o rt m any form s of comm ercially-viable agriculture.33 Bio-rational planning
w ould offer protection to San Diego's agricultural resources by im plem enting an
agriculture elem ent as p a rt of the General Plan, by increasing the m inim um parcel
size of agricultural preserves, by establishing firm urban grow th boundaries that
w ould p revent urban encroachm ent onto productive farm land, and by creating a
county-level preferential tax assessm ent program to supplem ent the efforts of the
state-level W illiam son Act.
While an ecologically-based planning tool w ould protect and prom ote
existing agriculture, it should not encourage the conversion of undeveloped or
natural services lands to agricultural uses. Even considering the boons of regional
agriculture, natural com m unities m ust take precedence over farm land in any
planning tool th at concerns itself prim arily w ith the protection of natural resources.
A long those lines, bio-rational planning should offer incentives to organic farmers
and other agriculturists engaged in sustainable farm ing practices. As it stands, San
Diego is hom e to 400 registered organic farm ers w ho operate nearly 25% of the
organic farm s in California.34 In term s of w ater consum ption, San Diego County is
considered to have the highest agricultural w ater conservation level in the w orld,
w ith an 85% efficiency rating.35 This efficiency level is probably du e to the price of
im ported agricultural w ater in San Diego, w here farm ers pay up to 30 times w hat
C entral Valley farm ers pay. W hile these higher prices p revent San Diego farm ers

32County of San Diego, "San Diego County General Plan, Part II: Regional Land Use Element,"
January 1979, 23.
33McFetridge, Duncan, personal communication, 8 August 1994; Kilpatrick, Terry, personal
communication, 10 August 1994; Grassetti, Richard, letter to San Diego County Board of
Supervisors, 1993.
34County of San Diego Department of Agriculture, Weights and Measures, "Annual Crop
Report," 1993, 11.
35q c Research, "An Agricultural Water-Use Profile for San Diego County," 14.
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from being able to com pete w ith Central Valley farm ers in a national m arket, they
reflect m ore accurately the true cost of im ported w ater. Bio-rational planning w ould
actively support and expand upon these tw o already-existing aspects of San Diego
agriculture - the popularity of organic farm ing.and the practicality of conserving
w ater.
U nder San Diego’s existing planning paradigm , agriculture and its associated
benefits are essentially unprotected. Stricter protection of this resource could help
prevent, or at least slow, the conversion of farm land to residential uses. In addition,
to curbing the rate of San Diego's developm ent, pro-agriculture planning efforts
w ould assist in the preservation of open space, view sheds, family farms, rural
lifestyles, and a viable and im portant segm ent of the region's economy.
Economic V iability. Q uality o f Life, and Social justice

T hroughout the past few decades, real estate developers, banks, construction
com panies, and other commercial interests succeeded in perpetuating the idea that
u rb an spraw l is a social good - or at least an avoidable consequence of progress. This
idea is leant credence by the fact that spraw l appears to have "helped fuel
California's unparalleled economic boom, an d ...h as enabled m illions to realize the
e n d u rin g dream of home ow nership."36 W hile m any people and com panies have
grow n w ealthy by investing in this type of developm ent, the tru th of the m atter is
th at u rb an spraw l is am ong the costliest kinds of land use. E nvironm entalists, open
space advocates, and m any urban planners have denounced spraw l for years, b u t
only recently has a major financial institution, Bank of America, joined the ranks of
spraw l's critics. In early 1995, the state's largest bank released a report stating that
C alifornia m ust seek out new and im proved patterns of grow th th at break the
spraw l-induced cycles of urban decay and land conversion. Bio-rational planning,

36Bank of America, et al.. "Beyond Sprawl: N ew Patterns of Growth to Fit the N ew
California," January 1995, 1.

96

w hich w ould call for an end to urban spraw l in San Diego County, could be a viable
w ay to create different patterns of grow th that are at once ecologically sound and
econom ically sustainable.
Some of the costs an d consequences of spraw l detailed in Bank of Am erica's
report include: The cost of new suburban infrastructure (new roads, schools, police,
sew er lines, etc.); the cost of m itigating environm ental problem s brought on by
developm ent of natural services lands; the environm ental and m onetary costs of
increased use of cars; abandoned investm ents in older com m unities; economic
segregation and loss of social stability; loss of agricultural land and a subsequent
decline in farm com m unities;37 and the massive toll that has been taken on land,
air, and w ater.38 In short, spraw l does not pay for itself.
The fact that spraw l has persisted as the dom inant brand of developm ent in
Southern California and San Diego for as long as it has is partly the result of
planning policies that rew ard "leap-frog" developm ent patterns. Cheaper, less
restricted land tends to exist on the edges of cities, so these are the areas that absorb
the brunt of new construction; as developm ent intensifies in these areas, the edges
of u rb an areas expand outw ard w ithout m uch forethought.39 Bio-rational planning
w ould create zoning strategies which make efficient use of land that is already
developed; this w ould entail the revitalization of older com m unities and the
introduction of m ore com pact developm ent patterns in areas th at are presently close
to urban centers b u t slated for low density developm ent. By focusing grow th in an

37"Beyond Sprawl" encapsulates nicely the cycle of long-term uncertainty that characterizes
farm communities on the fringes of sprawling urban areas: "Sprawl destabilizes agriculture by
creating the temptation to 'sell out.' The prospect of eventual sale to a developer reduces
incentives for farmers to make long-term capital investments. In many cases, farmers stay
afloat financially by borrowing against the speculative value of their farm for development creating a self-fulfilling prophecy of sprawl" (7).
38Bank of America, et al.. "Beyond Sprawl," 6-8.

39Ibid„ 9.
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efficient, compact^ and forw ard-thinking m anner, these planning efforts should
prove far m ore economically viable than the spraw l of the late 20th century.
As bio-rational planning's grow th strategies w ould likely im prove the
econom ic viability of the San Diego region, they also stand to im prove (or at least
m aintain) the county’s overall quality of life. Q uality of life is an abstract
m easurem ent of how enjoyable or "livable" a place is. The m ost recent edition of
the Places Rated Almanac indicates that the San Diego region is 16th in overall
quality of life, out of 343 N orth Am erican m etropolitan areas.40 This is a very high
rating and is related largely to the area's climate, cultural opportunities, and job
m arket. The rating is also related to the quantity and quality of open space and
parks. Should open space acreage decline, or similarly, should the quality of open
space decline (residents may find landscaped, m anicured parks connected to masterplanned com m unities less fulfilling than natural open space), people's ability to
enjoy their surroundings m ay suffer a concurrent decline. In Los Angeles and
O range counties, w here natural open space has been all but entirely paved over,
only 25% of residents describe their county in favorable term s.41 In San Diego
C ounty, open space remains, as does a reasonably high quality of life. An
ecologically-based planning tool w ould be com m itted to protecting open space
resources; consequently, it could help m aintain the quality of life to w hich San
Diegans have become accustomed, and prevent the "Los A ngelization" of yet
an o th er Southern California county.
A lthough bio-rational planning is largely concerned w ith preserving a
region's ecological integrity, it will also provide a m eans of realizing m any social
justice goals as well. In fact, ecological protection and social justice are so
intertw ined that one is impossible w ithout the other. If San Diego eventually

40Prentice Hall Research, The Places Rated Almanac (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1994).
4:1Sierra Club California, "Policy Before Planning," Green State of the State Report, 1991, 1.
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succeeds in protecting its rem aining w ildlands, b u t fails to address the needs of
low er-incom e and disenfranchised citizens, then it w ill have failed to im plem ent
genuine ecological planning.42 As it stands, because of its preference for spraw linducing zoning, San Diego has failed on both the ecological and social justice
fronts. One of traditional zoning's m ost serious flaws is th at it stratifies land uses,
such th at m ixed neighborhoods (neighborhoods th at sim ultaneously su p p o rt
residential, commercial, and other uses) are nearly obsolete outside of urban areas.
The result of this stratification is residential areas that are separated from
comm ercial centers and cultural opportunities, som etim es by several m iles of
highw ay. Consequently, another type of stratification occurs that is economic in
nature: W ealthier people w ho can afford to drive everyw here take up residence in
outlying suburbs, w hile lower-incom e people rem ain in m ore densely-populated
com m unities that m ay lack open space and other amenities. This tw entieth-century
pattern of hum an settlem ent, inner cities surrounded by concentric rings of
resource-inefficient suburbs, affords few long-term benefits. Inner cities are often
ecologically b ankrupt and economically abandoned, w hile outer suburbs are usually
hyper-consum ptive and socially hom ogenous.
Bio-rational planning w ould attem pt to re-w ork this hierarchical
developm ent pattern. Its focus on increasing residential densities and encouraging
m ixed-use com m unities w ould yield m ore com pact neighborhoods an d tow ns,
w hile prom oting and protecting open space and greenbelt resources. H igher
residential densities, in addition to freeing up m ore land and w ater resources, are
also considered a pre-requisite for affordable housing.43 H ow ever, they need not be
a forerunner to urban decay. Resources and technologies exist to create affordable,
efficient, desirable housing; developers and builders have only to take advantage of
42In the words of Jim McGrath, an environmental and social justice advocate, "'Sustainability'
for the rich is not true sustainability. It has another name."
43County of San Diego, Regional Growth Management Plan, June 1978,23.
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th em .44 Further, the w ays in w hich com m unities are designed can foster greater
o pportunities for social and economic diversity w hile im proving all residents'
quality of life. A proponent of ecologically sustainable cities suggests the following
b lu ep rin t for the building of "healthy neighborhoods:"
...the neighborhood needs to define itself and establish a hub. This
hub ought to be within walking distance of the entire neighborhood
and should include the diversity of services needed. Importantly,
neighborhoods should build a strong street life.45
Exam ples of com m unities that have successfully pursued new patterns of u rb a n /
su b u rb an developm ent are: Davis, California's Village Homes, a tw enty-year-old
pedestrian-oriented, solar-pow ered housing developm ent; Los Angeles' Eco-Village,
an inner-city redevelopm ent project that boasts mixed land uses and a socially
diverse population; and Richmond, Indiana, w here efforts have been m ade to
retrofit houses for energy efficiency and to prom ote local sustainability.46
After four decades of suburban sprawl, San Diego County has already
com m itted hundreds of thousands of acres to single-family subdivisions; it has also
w itnessed the dem ise of m any of its more densely populated com m unities, such as
M ission Valley and Dow ntow n San Diego. But this pattern can change; indeed, it
m ust. In order to ensure that a high quality of life is available to all San Diegans,
developers and builders m ust adopt m ore creative approaches to developing and
building. W hile not m uch can be done to greatly im prove the county's m yriad
subdivisions and- shopping m alls already in existence, im provem ents can be m ade
to older urban areas and new er com m unities that are now in the process of grow ing
and expanding. Similarly, the C ounty of San Diego can support the efforts of the
construction industry by zoning for m ixed uses and higher densities, protecting

^ L a u ra Armstrong, Administrative Director of the Center for Resourceful Building Technology
(Missoula, MT), pers. comm., April 27,1995.
45Jim McGrath, masters thesis. Environmental Studies Program, Univeristy of Montana
(Missoula, MT), 1995, 31-32.
46Ibid., 32-33.
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open space resources, providing bike paths, investing in public transportation, and
rew arding forw ard-thinking com m unity plans that encourage social and economic
diversity.

"S im ple A in 't Easy"
The concept behind bio-rational planning is essentially a sim ple one: W hen
planning a community's physical future, evaluate human needs and desires in the
context of biological and ecological integrity. Because this leveling of the playing
field entails the restriction of several human activities, most notably our urges to
build structures and amass wealth, it may be a tremendous challenge for San Diego
to accept. Yet the significance of overcoming this challenge is huge; at the risk of
sounding apocalyptic, acceptance of a biologicallv-based planning tool may well be a
necessity, as far as the perseverance of non-human communities is concerned. And
because humans are, cellular phones and air conditioning aside, still inextricably
bound to their natural environs, the benefits of bio-rationality will come to bear
directly upon people as well as watersheds and gnatcatchers.
The rationales offered above m ay do little to convince a financially-m otivated
body of planners to radically alter its approach to planning. Even if each of San
Diego's professional planners w as som ehow convinced that an ecological approach
w ould work, politics and public outcry w ould no doubt stand in the w ay of
acceptance for quite som e time. The key to obtaining acceptance of this kind of
planning lies w ith the residents of San Diego County. U ntil there is a "m andate
from the people," one that unm istakably calls for a brand new and im proved w ay of
conducting the business of land use planning, the status quo w ill likely prevail.
That m andate m ay be a long w ay off at this juncture, b u t like all m andates, it needs
to start som ewhere. In this case, the latent m andate's origins lie in a dialogue about
possible w ays to change the course of San Diego's physical grow th. The next and
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final chapter advances this dialogue w ith m ore specific recom m endations about the
practical aspects of bio-rational planning.

CHAPTER SIX; CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Effective protests are grounded in a refusal to accept what is
normal...Effective protests are grounded in a coherent vision of an
alternative,...1
W hen Jack T urner penned the above quote, he w as referring to the m odern
environm ental m ovem ent and its shortcom ings. In "The A bstract W ild," T urner
suggests that we have come to accept ecological degradation, species extinction, and
suffering as normal . O ur acceptance of these injustices m akes their elim ination
that m uch harder. Until we recognize that environm ental destruction is entirely
abnorm al, we will rem ain unable to effectively reverse the trends that characterize
o u r m odern, industrial, and largely arrogant existence.
T hroughout the United States, people have come to accept certain types of
developm ent and land use as norm al. In Southern California, urban spraw l is the
norm , and although valid criticisms have been levied against this kind of land use,
people accept spraw l. Yet acceptance seems to be a highly inappropriate reaction to
any endeavor that destroys wildlife habitat, drains wetlands, paves over w atersheds,
contributes to loss of biodiversity, degrades local groundw ater, and relies largely on
w ater im ported from dam m ed rivers and drow ned canyons. Of course, degrees of
appropriateness are a function of values: A person w ho values subdivisions
com prised of single-family hom es on one-acre lots m ay find th at acceptance of
spraw l is perfectly appropriate; a person w ho values open spaces, wildlife, and freeflow ing rivers m ay be troubled by this acceptance. Possibly, m ost Southern
C alifornians give little consideration to their im plicit or explicit acceptance of
spraw l, let alone the appropriateness of this acceptance; the fact that spraw l has
defined their landscapes for decades m ay overshadow the possibility of redefining
these sam e landscapes in the decades to come. H ow ever, from an ecological
Tack Turner, "The Abstract Wild," in Witness. Winter 1989, 84-85.
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perspective (and that is the perspective w hich m otivates this paper), such a
redefinition is critical. This redefinition m ust begin w ith "a refusal to accept w h at is
norm al." From there, "a coherent vision of an alternative" m ay em erge.
The previous chapters have argued w hy the residents of San Diego C ounty
should refuse to accept low-density spraw l as the county's dom inant m ode of land
developm ent, and w hy a biologically-based planning tool m ay be a viable
alternative to the traditional tools that have allowed and even encouraged sprawl.
Both parts of this equation, the refusal and the alternative, rely heavily upon an
assum ption - that natural com m unities are entitled to exist despite hum an activity.
Essentially, this is the converse of the assum ption that fuels m odern land use
patterns - that hum an com m unities are entitled to prosper regardless of threats to
the natural w orld.2 How ever, even if bio-rational planning is rooted in the former
assum ption, an unavoidable bottom line deserves mention: A ny urbanized, heavily
p o p u lated area will take its toll on natural com m unities; w hen considering how
three m illion people ought to live, the issue becomes one of reducing im pacts rather
th an elim inating impacts. Responsible, ecologically-m otivated planning cannot
prevent the consum ption of im ported w ater, the construction of hom es, or the use

of fossil fuels; it cannot control the sheer num bers of people that have chosen and
w ill choose to settle in San Diego County. W hat bio-rational planning offers is a
m eans to slow the rate at which resources are used, species are lost, and land is
degraded. It can give San Diego the tim e it will need to tu rn an inevitable com er in
its planning efforts; this region's physical grow th m ust slow dow n so that San Diego

2There are those who would disagree that m odem patterns of land use lead to thriving human
communities. See, for example: Anthony Downs, Mew Visions for Metropolitan America
(Washington, DC: The Brookings Institute, 1994); Bank of America, et al., "Beyond Sprawl:
N ew Patterns of Growth to Fit the N ew California," January 1995; Kristina Ford, et al.,
"Committed Lands: Capturing the Benefits of Growth," Public Policy Research Institute,
Missoula, Montana.
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C ounty can assess the needs of its hum an and non-hum an residents and plan
appropriately for the future of both.
San Diego C ounty is currently in a unique position to experim ent w ith this
type of land use planning. As discussed in previous chapters, the county: (1) has a
general plan that w ill need to be rew orked during the next five or so years in order
to accom m odate future population and housing projections; (2) is hom e to m ore
sensitive or threatened species than any other county in the continental United
States; (3) is the site of the m ost am bitious habitat conservation plan in the history
of endangered species protection and legislation in the United States; (4) has a
hum an population that is expected to increase by 24% during this decade alone;3 (5)
is contem plating conducting w ater transfers w ith Central Valley farm ers to augm ent
its im ported w ater supply; and (6), even considering the acres of habitat that have
been com prom ised or destroyed by developm ent, it contains w ithin its borders a
w ealth of different natural com m unities and a relatively large am ount of open
space. In short, San Diego is presently at a transitional juncture w ith respect to
planning. The time could be construed as ripe for some kind of change, som e sort of
refusal to accept that w hich has become normal.
The question rem ains, how ever, w hether such a change - from
developm ent-based planning to ecologically-based planning - is desired by San
Diegans. If a county governm ent, w hich subsum es a land use planning departm ent,
exists to serve a populace, then a change of this sort can only come on the heels of a
public m andate. A t present, San Diego residents are no t clam oring for bio-rational
planning. Yet evidence exists w hich suggests that San Diegans m ay be in favor of
som e form of planning that is ecologically sustainable and socially just. Perhaps
m ost significantly, in 1993 San Diego voters approved the Forest C onservation
Initiative, an ordinance that sets a m inim um parcel size of 40 acres on private in
3Tim Palmer, "A Great Number of People," in California's Threatened Environment, 24.
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holdings w ithin Cleveland National Forest.4 In 1988, county residents approved
eleven of 21 slow -grow th ballot m easures introduced throughout the region.5 The
fact th at several of these m easures were approved by voters at the height of San
Diego's m ost recent construction boom m ight indicate that San Diegans are in favor
of keeping spraw l and developm ent to a m inim um . (Unfortunately, slow -grow th
m easures are not the m ost effective m eans of controlling grow th, as they run the
risk of forcing the "prem ature" developm ent of outlying com m unities and rural
areas.6)
San Diego's efforts to m anage grow th, how ever effective or ineffective, seem
to be spurred on in part by the aforem entioned fear of becoming too m uch like Los
Angeles. The county's Regional G row th M anagem ent Plan speculates about a
potentially bleak future for the San Diego area, characterized by "a senseless
patchw ork of endless residential suburbs stitched together by freew ays and neon
com m ercial strips typical of Los A ngeles."7 One author, in an article about urban
spraw l in N orth America, writes, "Los Angeles' m etro area now stretches out over a
vast area of 7,000 square miles and five counties. N ervous neighbors in San Diego
w onder if they will soon be changing their city's name to 'Los D iego/"8 A San Diego
historian is even m ore explicit: "C ertainly San Diegans think of them selves and
their region as different and, by im plication, a bit better than the areas to the north.
Perhaps the m ost com m on com parative phrase locally is 'w e do n 't w an t to become
like Los A ngeles/...T he M arine Corps' Cam p Pendleton [which buffers San Diego
4County of San Diego, Sample Ballot and Voter Information Pamphlet, Registrar of Voters, 2
November 1993,15. See Chapter Two of this paper for more on the Forest Conservation
In itiative.
5Carl F. Neuss, "An Economy at Risk," in Urban Land (December 1991), reprinted in ed. Daniel
D. Chiras, West Module to Accompany Environmental Science. 4th ed. (Redwood City, CA: The
Benjamin/Cummings Publishing Co., Inc., 1994), 79.
6Ibid., 80.
7County of San Diego, Regional Growth Management Plan, Volume 1, June 1978,6.
8Kevin Kasowski, "Sprawl: Can It Be Stopped?" in Developments 2 (Summer 1991), reprinted
in ed. Daniel D. Chiras, West Module to Accompany Environmental Science, 4th ed. (Redwood
City, CA: The Benjamin/Cummings Publishing Co., Inc., 1994), 82.
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C ounty from Orange County] is perceived by m any San Diegans as kind of an open
space Maginot Line, holding off the unw ashed hordes to the north."9 A pparently,
the specter of Los Angeles and its planning fiascoes is a pow erful one.
A pparently, San Diego County residents are not entirely averse to
im plem enting a no-spraw l planning strategy. Overall, how ever, they w ill likely
balk at a planning approach th at asks them to relinquish som e personal freedom s
and recognize the rights of plants and anim als to exist in viable, self-perpetuating
com m unities. Furtherm ore, the region's pow erful construction industry w ould
likely oppose a bio-rational planning tool at every turn. (As it stands, the Southern
California Building Industry Association is currently spending m illions of dollars to
delist the gnatcatcher and prevent future listings of endangered species.10) It
appears, then, that acceptance of any ecologically-grounded alternative to current
planning paradigm s m ust be proceeded by a still greater shift in public sentim ent
th an has taken place in recent years. Information of the kind contained in this
p a p er m ay assist in a public aw areness cam paign that could lead to an intensification
of San Diegans' com m itm ent to protection of their county's natural com m unities.
As people come to recognize that natural lands provide m any significant ecological
services at little cost to taxpayers - and as people come to see low -densitv residential
developm ent as an inefficient and costly form of land use - they m ay grow m ore
supportive of ecologically-based planning.
This paper has attempted to broaden the dialogue concerning the
contemporary planning paradigm. Even though anything akin to bio-rational
planning in San Diego may be years away from implementation, or sim ply out of
reach because of public or institutional resistance, a discussion regarding the need

9Philip R. Pryde, San Diego: An introduction to the Region. 2nd ed. (Dubuque, IA:
K endall/H unt Publishing Co., 1984), 5.
10Patrick Mitchell of the Peninsular Ranges Biodiversity Project, letter to the editor of
Audubon (March-April 1995), 12.
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for and im plications of this approach to land use planning is nonetheless valuable.
The recom m endations com piled below offer an outline of w hat an ecologicallym otivated p lanning tool m ight look like, so that San Diegans and their professional
planners and political leaders m ight begin to construct an alternative vision for
th eir county's future.
V isions of an A lternative: R ecom m endations fo r an Ecologically-G rounded
P lan n in g Tool
G eneral
•

Creation o f an alliance of grassroots citizens' organizations. E nvironm ental,
open space, natural resource protection, social justice, low income, and other
citizen action groups in the San Diego area should form an alliance to prom ote
the ideas and actions behind responsible, forw ard-thinking, and
environm entally sound land use planning. Such an alliance could raise
aw areness and increase public support for bio-rational planning efforts. A
sam ple roster of this alliance m ight include: Save O ur Forests and Ranch lands,
San Diego C hapter of the Sierra Club, Scripps Institute of O ceanography, San
Diego Taxpayers Association, San Diego N atural History M useum ,
E nvironm ental Action Council, and the Local Agency Form ation Com m ission.

•

Im plem ent bio-rational planning consistently throughout the San Diego region.
Ideally, bio-rational planning should take place at the county level.
Im plem entation at the local level only m ay create a situation w hereby
jurisdictions w ith stringent grow th restrictions could induce heavier
d evelopm ent in jurisdictions w ithout sim ilar restrictions.11 This dynam ic,
w hich is one of the engines of low -density spraw l, w ould defeat the purpose of
an ecologically-based planning tool. If each of San Diego's 18 incorporated cities
and each of its unincorporated regions adopted sim ilar goals and regulations,
developers seeking to build low -density, resource-intensive housing w ould
encounter the sam e challenges and w ould therefore be unable to exploit a region
w here these restrictions did not apply.

•

U tilize the existing planning framework. In an effort to facilitate county-w ide
p lanning, bio-rational planning should operate w ithin the fram ew ork of the
C ounty General Plan. How ever, the General Plan w ould need to be partially re
w ritten to reflect new, ecologically-minded values and goals. In this respect, biorational planning does not constitute a different kind of planning tool; it borrow s
from the structure of the traditional tools (plans, m aps, and ordinances) and

^A nthony Downs, "Like It or Not, Suburbs Are Tied to the City," in New York Newsday, 29
September 1994; Carl F. Neuss, "An Economy at Risk."
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injects a perspective based on cessation of spraw l and reduction of spraw l's
associated environm ental, economic, and social costs. A new G eneral Plan
w ould, in turn, create changes to the County Zoning O rdinance, as the ordinance
is a reflection of the goals and policies laid out in the Plan.
•

Institutionally commit to the protection of natural communities. All county
planning docum ents should reflect a com m itm ent to protect natural
com m unities and reduce resource consum ption. This com m itm ent m ust be
substantial. C urrent planning docum ents refer repeatedly to the need to protect,
conserve, and use resources wisely. Yet rates of habitat loss, farm land
conversion, w ater consum ption, and construction of single-fam ily homes
indicate that the environm ental goals of the County General Plan are not being
met. The com m itm ent required for true protection and reduction will stem
from a rearranging of priorities: Simply, the County of San Diego m ust prohibit
horizontal, low-density developm ent, regardless of the construction and real
estate industries' influences.

•

Acknowledge the link between ecological integrity and social justice. Often,
efforts to protect natural com m unities are criticized for being "anti-people." In
truth, resource preservation is m erely "anti-greed." N ot surprisingly, the
forem ost engine of environm ental degradation in Southern California is also
one of the prim e perpetuators of social and economic injustice - urban sprawl.
Planning reform that recognizes this connection betw een ecology and equality
will also help to debunk the m yth that environm entally-sound planning seeks
to extirpate hum ans. While bio-rational planning does seek an. end to the
resource consum ption patterns that characterize 20th century Am ericans, it
unequivocally supports the right of each of these Am ericans - not just the
wealthy ones - to decent, healthful lives. The San Diego C ounty General Plan
should reflect this support by vigorously pursuing high-quality affordable
housing, and by identifying and elim inating spraw l-inducing zoning regulations
th at have helped create a situation of haves and have-nots in San Diego County.

Land Use
•

Institute a county-wide interim growth moratorium. C rucial to the objectives of
bio-rational planning - protecting natural com m unities and m inim izing land
and w ater consum ption - is the grow th m oratorium . W hile the G eneral Plan is
being re-w orked, no further horizontal grow th should be perm itted. As of
January 1994, San Diego C ounty contained 61,401 vacant housing units;12 these
units could conceivably absorb new San Diegans until policies regarding further
h ousing construction have been firmly established. A grow th m oratorium
should allow som e infilling on lands that are currently developed at low er
densities.

12SANDAG, "January 1,1994 Population and Housing Estimates," in INFO (September-Oetober
1994), 14.
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•

Re-map the county, assigning natural services lands and open space the highest
priority. C urrently, the General Plan is based largely on m aps, w hich depict
different land uses and assist planners w ith forecasting the direction of future
grow th. As of 1993, these m aps indicate that 68% of San Diego's gross acreage is
suitable for low -density single family zoning, and that of the county's "vacant
developable" acreage, fully 88% is slated for low -density single fam ily zoning.13
That these m aps "tell" planners to designate the bulk of the county's land mass
as low -density single family residential (i.e., the first wave of sprawl) is not a
function of the land itself, but rather a function of w hat planners perceive to be
the highest use of "vacant" land. Bio-rational planning w ould involve re
m apping the county, using a m apping m ethod developed by Sargent et al. First,
lands that support wildlife, w ater conservation and renewal, agriculture, and
recreation are identified, classified, and m apped. Lands left over are then
carefully designated for intensive uses, such as residential and com m ercial.14

•

Designate firm urban growth boundaries. The re-m apping of San Diego C ounty
w ould coincide w ith and inform the re-w riting of the General Plan. An
im portant aspect of this new General Plan w ould be the im plem entation of
urban grow th boundaries (UGBs). ’’The UGB essentially draw s a line betw een
urban and rural - on the urban side, developm ent is generally encouraged; on
the rural side it is generally discouraged."15 UGBs have w orked particularly well
in Oregon, largely because they are firm, state-m andated boundaries; they help
counties and m unicipalities comply w ith state-w ide planning goals.16 In San
Diego County, UGBs could play an indispensable role in the protection of
currently undeveloped, or natural services lands, by focusing further grow th in
areas that have already been developed at low or m edium densities. UGBs could
replace the C ounty General Plan designations of C urrent Urban D evelopm ent
Areas and Future Urban D evelopm ent Areas - both of which encourage
developm ent, but at differing densities.

•

Create zoning designations that actively discourage or prohibit development.
The n ew General Plan should incorporate land use and zoning designations that
discourage development, a recommendation put forth in 1978's Regional
Growth Management Plan (RGMP). The recommendation was deleted from the
final draft of the RGMP, as the county Board of Supervisors determined that "the
best way to protect environmentally constrained areas is through timely
implementation of the adopted Conservation Element."17 Thus far, timely
implementation of the Conservation Element has done little to reduce resource

13SANDAG, "Land Use in the San Diego Region," in INFO Q anuary-February 1993), 7.
(Washington, DC: Island Press, 1991), 6.
15Kevin Kasowski, "Sprawl: Can It Be Stopped?"
16Press release, "Growing Suburbs and Declining Cities: Why the U.S. Needs a N ew Vision for
Metropolitan Growth," The Brookings/Institution, June 1994.
17County of San Diego, Regional Growth Management Plan, Volume 1, June 1978,27.
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consum ption or land conversion. These new designations w ould com plem ent
the objectives of the UGBs by concentrating any new construction in areas that
have already been developed w hile restricting construction on n atu ral services
lands. The C ounty of San Diego should pursue this goal by providing taxpayerfu n d ed infrastructure and am enities only w here developm ent is desired;
elsew here, infrastructure should not be provided.
•

Shift the county's housing stock toward higher densities. The new G eneral Plan
should focus on altering the housing stock of the county, particularly in the
incorporated area, w here urban densities w ould be m ore appropriate than in the
m ore sparsely-populated East county. Presently, the housing stock is heavily
w eighted tow ard single family homes, which have been determ ined to consume
greater quantities of land and larger am ounts of w ater than denser forms of
housing. N ew construction should be required to com ply w ith resource
efficiency standards that w ould best be met by higher density housing. Further,
the C ounty Zoning O rdinance, under the direction of the General Plan, should
re-designate acreage that is currently deem ed single family or low -density single
family. These re-designations should raise densities on lands that have already
experienced heavy developm ent, and increase m inim um parcel sizes (thereby
low ering housing densities) on lands outside of an urban grow th boundary. The
county m ight increase the desirability of higher density com m unities by siting
m agnet schools in these areas, and by providing low -interest loans or grants for
resource-efficient, high-quality housing that is accessible to m iddle- and lowincom e residents.

•

D iversify land uses w ithin neighborhoods and residential areas. A n im portant
contributor to low -density spraw l is stratified land uses. T hroughout San Diego
C ounty's urbanized, incorporated region, residential areas exist separately from
comm ercial or industrial areas, such that people m ust often drive to m ost
destinations. A com m only suggested antidote to spraw l is "m ixed
neighborhoods," w here residential, comm ercial, and som etim es industrial land
uses occupy the same general area.18 The new G eneral Plan should incorporate
this suggestion by re-zoning incorporated areas that are presently strictly
residential. In so doing, the Plan could foster true neighborhoods, rather than
the subdivision-and-m all p attern w hich characterizes so m uch of San Diego's
urbanized areas. Mixed neighborhoods should be m ass-transit-friendly and
equipped w ith convenient bike paths. In the county's ru ral areas, m ixed
neighborhoods should only be a goal w ithin tow ns and villages.

•

Create more compact development by fillin g in underused space. The new
G eneral Plan, in its effort to use land and other resources m ore efficiently,
should prom ote infilling of land, that has already been "com m itted." Com m itted
lands are those that have an infrastructure in place - w ater and sew er lines,

18Marcia D. Lowe, "Alternatives to Sprawl," in The Futurist 26 (July-August 1992), reprinted in
ed. Daniel D. Chiras, West Module to Accompany Environmental Science. 4th ed., 76.
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access to schools, roads, etc. - and are capable of absorbing higher residential
densities.19 Infilling is one m eans of creating m ore com pact, resource-efficient,
and affordable com m unities w ithout spilling over into open space and rural
areas.20 As m entioned above, higher-density com m unities can be m ade m ore
desirable by the provision of quality schools, parks, and w ell-designed
com m ercial areas.
•

Extend the protection afforded sensitive natural com m unities to all
com m unities. Presently, the Land Use Element of the County General Plan
contains a land use designation entitled "Environmentally Constrained Areas."
This designation includes floodplains, lagoons, agricultural preserves, and "areas
containing rare and endangered species,"21 and creates restrictions on
development in these areas. While this is an important designation in terms of
protecting sensitive or rare natural communities, it runs the risk of pushing
development onto more commonplace communities - much the way localized
slow-growth measures may cause outlying regions to suffer. The new General
Plan should intensify the protection of these constrained areas, while extending
it to all natural communities that have not yet experienced declines. Such an
extension of protection would fly in the face of environmental planning as it is
traditionally practiced: Rather than wait for a natural community or species to
decline, the new General Plan would attempt to proactively protect all natural
communities before they become rare, sensitive, threatened, or endangered.

Water Resources
•

Connect the planning efforts of the County Water Authority and the County of
San Diego. The San Diego C ounty W ater A uthority should be perm itted and
encouraged to m ake land use planning recom m endations to the San Diego
C ounty D epartm ent of Planning and Land Use and the Board of Supervisors.
Similarly, the C ounty of San Diego should becom e m ore involved in w ater
planning, perhaps through the im plem entation of w ater conservation
ordinances. C urrently, the tw o entities operate independently of one another,
w herein the m ost significant overlap is in the area of grow th projections: The
county inform s CWA of population predictions, and CWA attem pts to secure
the w ater to satisfy the predictions. The result of this "separation of pow ers" is
that im ported w ater availability and scarcity does no t effectively inform land use
decisions; m eanw hile, San Diego's pronounced lack of local w ater should be
am ong the prim ary influences in land use planning. The gap that separates
w ater planning from land use planning m ight be partially bridged if CWA
becam e a m em ber agency of the San Diego Association of G overnm ents.
Similarly, the county should have m ore than one delegate to CW A's Board of

19Kristma Ford, et al., "Committed Lands: Capturing the Benefits of Growth," Public Policy
Research Institute, University of Montana, Missoula, MT.
20Marcia D. Lowe, "Alternatives to Sprawl," 77.
21County of San Diego, San Diego County General Plan, Part II: Regional Land Use Element,
January 1979,11-11.
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Directors; presently, only one of CWA's 34 board members represents the
county.22
•

The regions beyond
CWA's service boundaries must comply with a County Groundwater Ordinance,
which restricts development based on the availability of groundwater. Although
the Groundwater Ordinance is not perfect, it could provide the western third of
the county with a model for an im ported water ordinance. Such an ordinance
w ould restrict the amount and type of development permitted in CWA's service
area. For example, all landscape-intensive construction would face heavy
restrictions, including a requirement that native vegetation and soils replace
Kentucky bluegrass and turf. Both the groundwater and imported water
ordinances should include water conservation measures to be implemented by
individual households. These measures, which include low-flush toilets, lowflow shower heads, and water-efficient appliances, are already recommended by
CWA. Elevation of these conservation measures to the level of a county
ordinance would provide them with more clout, particularly if they were
compulsory.

•

The county has
conducted a partial survey of San Diego's groundwater resources, but a complete
survey has been repeatedly delayed due to lack of funding.23 Consequently,
information regarding groundwater supplies, basin integrity, and
pollution/intrusion problems is inadequate. Finances are undoubtedly tight at
the County Department of Planning and Land Use, and will remain so in the
future;24 however, a survey of this significance should be prioritized, as the
direction and intensity of any future growth in the eastern two-thirds of the
county are dependent upon a secure source of groundwater. Most importantly,
solid and updated data should indicate which basins are nearing overdraft
situations.

•

Strengthen the C o u n ty G roundw ater O rdinance. Although the Groundwater
Ordinance is one of the more proactive planning tools authored by San Diego
County, it still contains weak language and regulations that may help to defeat its
purpose. Exemptions for "subdivisions with less than four lots" and "most
agricultural uses" should be eliminated, as should the exemption for projects
that can prove the reliability of local groundwater without an official
investigation.25 Additionally, the county should conduct well-tests on a larger

Im p lem en t co u n ty -w ide w ater conservation ordinances.

Finance and conduct a county-w ide groundw ater survey.

22Lee Wilier, Water Resources Planner with San Diego CWA, pers. comm., April 20,1995.
23John Peterson, Groundwater Engineer with San Diego County Department of Planning and
Land Use, pers. comm., March 20,1995.
24In the past three years, 60% of DPLU's staff has been laid off; another 20% w ill probably be
laid off during the next two to three years. (Ibid.)
25Board of Supervisors of the County of San Diego, Groundwater Ordinance, 7.
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percentage of lots w hen perform ing groundw ater investigations. C urrently, only
10% of the total number of proposed lots are tested for adequate supplies.26
•

Discourage water use transfers between San Diego County and other areas.
Although water transfers are an alternative to traditional water "reclamation"
projects, they should be discouraged in the interest of decreasing anthropocentric
water use and increasing instream flows throughout California and the West. If
there is truly a "surplus" of water in California, that w ater should n o t be re
routed to cities w here it will encourage m ore grow th; instead, any water
considered surplus should either be returned to the rivers and w atersheds where
it originated, or left there to begin with. The issue of water transfers can be
addressed most effectively at the state level; however, because the San Diego
County Water Authority is presently discussing the viability of conducting w ater
transfers with the Central Valley Project, independently of other agencies, this is
a question that will need to be addressed at the regional level as well.

Species Diversity
•

•

Conduct a county-wide biological baseline inventory. One of the more
challenging tasks involved with protection of natural communities is
determining what needs to be protected. A biological survey might assist with
future preservation efforts by identifying all of the county's ecological and
biological components. In addition to compiling information about individual
plant and animal species, this project should also assess the overall health of San
Diego's remaining ecosystems. Assessment at this depth and detail would
indicate which areas of the county are in the greatest need of restoration, and
which are closest to "pre-settlement" conditions. With this data, the County of
San Diego, in conjunction with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the California
Department of Fish and Game, m ight identify habitat w here presently extirpated
species could be reintroduced. Reintroduction of missing .species may improve
the county's long-term ecological health and integrity by filling in vacant niches
and restoring certain predator/prey relationships.
Adopt a fir m preservationist approach to protecting all o f San D iego's p la n t and
animal species. Each element of the new General Plan should pursue the
objective of protecting biodiversity throughout the county. For the most part,
this objective w ould be met by implementation of the land use
recommendations above, such as restriction of low-density growth and
promotion of compact development. More specifically, the county should create
a preserve system based on data compiled for the Multiple Species Habitat
Program. The county's protection efforts should not be focused on individual
species, as they have been in the past. Instead, the county and its municipalities
' must be concerned with protecting viably large tracts of habitat that sustain a

26Ibid.
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range of native plants and animals. In this way, San Diego may begin to
improve its sensitive species record.
•

Do not implement the M u ltip le Species Conservation Program. The Multiple
Species Conservation Program (MSCP) will likely preserve several thousand
acres of invaluable wildlife habitat. However, it exists separately from the
planning process and will therefore have no impact upon General Plan land use
designations or the County Zoning Ordinance; meanwhile, the General Plan and
the Zoning Ordinance are the planning tools responsible for directing and
controlling development throughout the county (and land conversion via
development is the greatest cause of species decline in San Diego County). As
discussed in the previous chapter, if the General Plan adequately restricted
development in the rural parts of the county, there would be no need for MSCP.
Rather than attempt to implement a new, bureaucratic, expensive, and ostensibly
pro-development program, the county should focus its efforts, staff-power, and
funds on re-designing its General Plan such that the Plan accomplishes the
biodiversity protection goals of MSCP.

A g ricu ltu re
•

Adopt an agriculture element of the County General Plan. The Regional Growth
Management Plan and the Conservation Element of the County General Plan
both intentionally gloss over the topic of farmland preservation, as the authors
of both documents assumed that an agriculture element was forthcoming. The
Department of Planning and Land Use (DPLU) drafted an agriculture element in
1979, but the County Board of Supervisors never adopted it due to strong
opposition from both developers and farmers.27 This draft, which has received
praise from environmental and open space groups for its strong preservationist
approach, should be re-worked and updated by the DPLU and approved by the
County Board of Supervisors. States with strong agricultural zoning programs
that might provide San Diego County with model regulations are Hawaii and
Oregon (both of which have statewide zoning programs mandated by state
legislation) and Wisconsin (where local agricultural zoning must be consistent
with a county argricultural preservation plan).^8

•

Ensure that an adopted agriculture element promotes viable m inim um parcel
sizes. Presently, in the absence of a agriculture element, the Regional Land Use
Element sets the minimum parcel size of agricultural preserves at eight acres.
The most recent version of the draft would raise this parcel size to as much as 80
acres.29 The county should pursue this type of agricultural zoning in the interest

27County of San Diego Department of Planning and Land Use, Agriculture Element, GPA 79-02,
Sub-Item 1, October 1979.
28Daniel R. Mandelker, Land Use Law (Charlottesville, VA: The Miehie Co., 1982), 331-332.
29County of San Diego Department of Planning and Land Use, Agriculture Element, Notice of
Proposed General Plan Amendment (GPA 79-02) Public Hearings, 4.
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of m aintaining econom ically viable agricultural preserves th at cannot be readily
subdivided into eight-acre ranchettes.
•

E nsure th a t an adopted agricultural elem ent prom otes w ater conservation and
sustainable agriculture. A s it stands, the high price of im ported w ater and the

scarcity of local groundwater have nurtured a conservation ethic of sorts within
the San Diego agricultural community. Although the region's water
conservation efforts may be financially motivated, the end result is an
agricultural industry that boasts an 85% water efficiency level.30 The county
should reinforce this trend by requiring the use of all appropriate conservation
methods. Organic fanning, along with water conservation, appears to be popular
in the San Diego area; one-quarter of California's organic farms operate in San
Diego County.31 An agriculture element should create incentives, monetary or
otherwise, for farmers who engage in organic farming techniques, in order to
promote the continuance of this strong trend and to persuade conventional
farmers to convert to organic methods.
•

Ensure that an adopted agricultural elem ent does not encourage conversion o f
natural services lands to agricultural uses. Parts of the General Plan and the

Regional Growth Management Plan support the promotion and expansion of
agriculture, particularly in the rural parts of the county. While a bio-rational
planning tool should support the protection of agricultural resources, it must not
promote the expansion of farmland where it might compromise natural
communities. If San D iegos agricultural acreage is to expand in the future, the
county should require that the expansion take place in already-developed areas.
(For example, subdivision projects that go bankrupt before completion
sometimes get as far as road-building and sidewalk construction;32 these partially
built projects may render an area ecologically degraded, but the land may still be
suitable for planting crops.) Although farmland is currently disappearing rapidly
throughout California, a bio-rational planning tool should possess in its
institutional memory the fact that the bulk of the state's native habitat has
disappeared due to the expansion of agriculture.
•

C onsider the adoption o f a co u n ty-w id e preferential tax a ssessm ent program to
su pplem ent the efforts o f the W illiam son A ct.
Presently, many holders of

W illiamson Act contracts throughout San Diego County are opting not to renew
their ten-year contracts with the state. More acres are being "non-renewed" in
San Diego County than in any other major metropolitan county in California.33
In some cases, such as the Ecke Ranch in Encinitas (north-coastal San Diego
County), agricultural preserves that come out of contract are developed as
30CIC Research, "An Agricultural Water-Use Profile of San Diego County," August 1993,14.
31 County of San Diego Department of Agriculture, Weights and Measures, Annual Crop Report
1993,11.
32Ruth Potter, retired planner with SANDAG, pers. comm., November 21,1994.
33Alvin Sokolow, "The Williamson Act: 25 Years of Land Conservation," (Sacramento, CA:
Resources Agency of California, 1990), 37.
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residential or commercial land; in essence, the Williamson Act provides these
landowners with a tax break until they are prepared to sell out to developers.
San Diego County could bolster the preservation efforts of the Williamson Act by
requiring that back taxes, or some percentage thereof, be paid to the coifnty upon
non-renewal of a contract. The absence of disincentives to come out of contract
may hasten the conversion of farmland to non-farm uses; with strong
disincentives in place, the rate of non-renewals may decrease. The Williamson
Act is a voluntary program, so there will be limits on the extent to which
disincentives might be used.

BIBLIOGRAPHY AND REFERENCES
Abascal, Ralph. 1993. "Central Valley politicians sleep while the Senate swiftly
m oves to transplant the Valley's heart, its water, to urban California." Press release
(July 8).
Abascal, Ralph. 1993. Letter to California Assemblyman Dominic Cortese (July 8).
American Farmland Trust. 1986. "Eroding Choices, Emerging Issues: The
Condition of California's Agricultural Land Resou • ,s." Executive Summary.
Armstrong, Laura. 1995. Administrative Director of the Center for Resourceful
Building Technology, Missoula, MT. Personal communication (April 27).
Bank of America, California Resources Agency, Greenbeit Alliance, and The Low
Income Housing Fund. 1995. "Beyond Sprawl: New Patterns of Growth to Fit the
N ew California" (January).
Bell, Jim. 1991. Ecologically Integrated Planning: A Case Study. San Diego:
Ecological Life Systems Institute.
The Brookings Institute. 1994. "Growing Suburbs and Declining Cities: Why the
U.S. Needs a New Vision for Metropolitan Growth." Press release (June).
California Senate Office of Research. 1991. "Prosperity, Equity, and Environmental
Quality: Meeting the Challenge of California's Growth" (July).
CIC Research. 1993. "An Agricultural Water-Use Profile of San Diego County."
Prepared for the San Diego County Water Authority (August).
City of San Diego. 1995, Public Review Draft, Multiple Species Conservation
Program, MSCP Plan Executive Summary (March 1).
County of San Diego. 1973. General Plan, Part I: Open Space Element (December).
County of San Diego. 1975. General Plan, Part X: Conservation Element
(December).
County of San Diego. 1978. Regional Growth Management Plan (June).
County of San Diego. 1979a. General Plan, Part II: Regional Land Use Element
(January).
County of San Diego. 1979b. Agriculture Element (draft), General Plan
Amendment 79-02 (October).

117

118
C ounty of San Diego Board of Supervisors. 1991. O rdinance No. 7994: County
G roundw ater O rdinance (October 16).
C ounty of San Diego D epartm ent of Agriculture, W eights and M easures. 1993.
A nnual C rop Report.
County of San Diego Department of Agriculture, Weights and Measures. 1994. 1994
Crop Statistics and Annual Report.
County of San Diego Environmental Development Agency. 1973. Preliminary
Open Space Element of the San Diego County General Plan (Unincorporated Area
Only). Open Space Task Force (April).
County of San Diego Registrar of Voters. 1993. Sample Ballot and Voter
Information Pamphlet (November).
Curtin, Jr., Daniel J. 1988. California Land Use and Planning Law. Berkeley, CA:
Solano Press.
Cutler, Richard W. 1983. "The Dilemma of Modern Zoning." In A Planner's Guide
to Land Use Law, Stuart Meek and Edith M. Netter, eds. Washington, DC:
Planners' Press/American Planning Association.
Dawson, Alexandra D. 1982. Land Use Planning and the Law. N ew York: Garland
STPM Press.
Diringer, Elliot. 1993. "Water Sales' Flip Side - Local Economic Fallout." San
Francisco Chronicle (June 7).
Downs, Anthony. 1994a. "Like It or Not, Suburbs Are Tied to the City." N ew York
N ew sdav (September 29).
Downs, Anthony. 1994b. N ew Visions for Metropolitan America. Washington,
DC: The Brookings Institute.
Downton, Paul. 1990. Keynote address at First International Eco-City Conference.
In Jim McGrath, masters thesis, University of Montana, Missoula.
Evans, Mike. 1994. Professional Planner with County of San Diego Department of
Planning and Land Use. Personal communication (November 21).
Fairbanks, Janet and Lan Xu Toma. 1994. "Room to Roam." P lanner (January): 2426.
Firestone, David B. and Frank C. Reed. 1993. Environmental Law for NonLawvers. 2nd ed. South Royalton, VT: SoRo Press.

119
Fogerson, Dave. 1995. Associate Civil Engineer with San Diego C ounty Water
Authority. Personal communication (February 2).
Ford, Kristina, James Lopach, and Dennis O'Donnell, No date. C om m itted Lands;
C ap tu rin g the Benefits of G row th. Public Policy Research Institute, U niversity of
Montana, Missoula.
Gerrodette, Tricia. 1994. Former Land Use Chair of Sierra Club, San Diego Chapter.
Personal communication (November 23).
Gibson, Eric. 1994. Assistant Groundwater Engineer, County of San Diego
Department of Planning and Land Use. Personal communication (November 21).
Gogek, Jim. 1993. "Prop. C should be an eye-opener for county." San Diego UnionTribune (November 1): A-2.
Gogek, Jim. 1994. "County indifferent to preserving rural land." San Diego UnionTribune (March 21): A-2.
Grassetti, Richard. 1993. Letter to Countv of San Diego Board of Supervisors (July

8).
Hoerger, William. 1995. Regional Counsel with California Rural Legal Assistance,
San Francisco. Personal communication (March 6).
Kahrl, William, William Bowen, David Fuller, Stewart Brand, Donald Ryan, and
Marlyn Shelton. 1979. The California Water Atlas. Sacramento, CA: The State of
California.
Kasowski, Kevin. 1991. "Sprawl: Can It Be Stopped?" Developm ents 2 (Summer).
Reprinted in West Module to Accompany Environmental Science. 4th ed., Daniel
D. Chiras, ed. Redwood City, CA: The Benjamin/Cummings Publishing Company,
Inc. (1994).
Kilpatrick, Terry. 1994. Director of Environmental Law Center, Solana Beach, CA.
Personal communication (August 10).
LaRue, Steve. 1994. "Golding urges area to deal for its own emergency water
supply." San Diego Union-Tribune (November 24): B-6.
Lowe, Marcia. 1992. "Alternatives to Sprawl." The Futurist 26 (July-August).
Reprinted in West Module to Accompany Environmental Science, 4th ed., Daniel
D. Chiras, ed. Redwood City, CA: The B enjam in/C um m ings Publishing Company,
Inc. (1994).

